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Preface 



When the first edition of The lucompewnt Teacher appeared, 1 privately 
harbored some doubts about my elaim that the administrative re- 
sponses to teacher incompetence which I uncovered in California 
prevail elsewhere. Subsequent experiences have erased most, if not all, 
of these doubts. 

Shortly after the publication of this book, I was invited to the 
People's Republic of China to lecture on the subject of teacher incom- 
petence. Chinese officials view teacher incompetence as a serious 
problem and estimate that there are three million such teachers in their 
country. These officials were eager to hear about how American 
administrators dealt with this problem. Midway through my three- 
hour lecture on this topic (fortified by aspirins for a fever, Chinese 
medication for stomach cramps, and pills laced with opium for di- 
arrhea), we recessed for 15 minutes. Dozens of Chinese rushed to the 
front of the lecture hall and animatedly conversed with my interpre- 
ter. When they left, he looked at me and said, ‘They were astonished 
to learn that the Americans deal with incompetent teachers the 
same way they [the Chinese] do’. He went on to say that Chinese 
administrators, like their American counterparts, are hampered in 
dealing with the problem by teacher tenure (referred to in their coun- 
try as ‘the iron rice bowl’). Several weeks later I visited Hong Kong. 
A professor at the Chinese University of Hong Kong had read my 
book and invited me and my wife to dinner. During our dinner 
conversation, he said, ‘I am a former headmaster of a school in Hong 
Kong; it’s like you wrote your book about what’s happening here’. 

Reviews of the book elsewhere paint a similar picmre. In Eng- 
land. Canada, and Australia reviewers noted that the research was 
conducted primarily in California; however, the results were applic- 
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able to their own country. One reviewer, a former administrator on 
the cast coast oi the United States, offered an opinion that is reflective 
ot the react^^ons which have been expressed throughout various re- 
gions of t\ ' world: 

The luconipctcfit Teacher is the outcome of three research 
studies on how administrators in California deal wuth incom- 
petent teachers. The data drawn from the studies, in addition 
to a survey of the literature on teacher incompetence, leads the 
author to conclude that the behaviors of California school 
administrators are not idiosyncratic, and that it is likely admi- 
nistrators respond similarly in the rest of the country. While 
evidence for this generalization is admittedly limited, most 
readers Vv^ill judge Bridges’ presumption accurate on the basis 
of personal experience. (The Principal Center Newsletter, Har- 
vard Graduate School of Education) 

As part of this same revicw\ the author also commiented, 

There is the gratification of finding research evidence to sub- 
stantiate what our personal experience has shown us to be so. 

As Bridges’ talc of largely standardized, yet unsuccessful, per- 
sonnel practices unfolds, it is difficult not to nod one’s head in 
recognition. 

Taken together, these fragments of evidence strengthen my con- 
fidence in the portrait that I have painted based on my studies in 
California. The responses of administrators to teacher incompetence 
which I unearthed in the Golden State apparently cover a much larger 
part of the globe than I ever dreamed possible. 

In preparing the revision to this original work, I have chosen to 
add two new chapters and to leave the rest intact. One of the new 
chapters describes a relatively rare response of administrators to the 
problem of incompetence — dismissal. The other new chapter discus- 
ses how my own thinking about the problem of teacher quality has 
changed since the initial publication of my book. I propose a number 
of radical changes in teaching policy, including one that raises the 
standard of performance expected for teachers who have tenure. 

Before going to press with the second edition of the book, 1 
considered changing its title and cover (featuring three green apples, 
one blemished). The original title and cover generated strong re- 
tain 
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actions, usually negative. The reactions have been so intense that 1 felt 
at times like someone who has been charged with blasphemy. After 
spending five years studying and thinking about a controversial sub- 
ject, it is distressing to learn that some people are so outraged by the 
book’s cover that they refuse to read what I have learned about the 
problem and how administrators arc dealing with it. Despite these 
unwelcome reactions, ! have decided to stay with the original title in 
hopes that most readers will react as one reviewer did: 



1 wish that the title and cover of the book (featuring a ble- 
mished green apple) gave a less negative impression. 1 found 
this a minor barrier to getting started on reading The lucom- 
peteut Teacher. Once this barrier was overcome the book be- 
came increasingly absorbing. {Currictiluin Perspectives) 

A work of this magnitude is never a solo operation, and 1 would 
like to express appreciation to those who have contributed their time, 
thoughts, and data to this undertaking. Approximately two hundred 
administrators shared their insights and their practices with me. With- 
out their wholehearted cooperation, I never could have acquired an 
understanding of how administrators are dealing with the problem of 
teacher incompetence. Although the reactions of teachers to this prob- 
lem are reflected more in the revision than in the first version of the 
book, their views on this important issue remain underrepresented. I 
hope that other researchers will be stimulated by my work to examine 
this sensitive and controversial issue through the eyes of classroom 
teachers. 

Three individuals have played an especially crucial role in this 
endeavor. My research assistant, Barry Groves, was invaluable in 
helping me to collect the data from administrators. He conducted halt 
of the interviews and gathered the information for the case study. The 
dexterity of my daughter, Rebecca, on the computer made it possible 
for me to meet my writing deadlines. She also let me know when 1 
was unclear and talking too much like a professor. 

The third individual who played a key role in the preparation of 
this book is Henry M. Levin. From the first day I expressed interest in 
the .'oblem of teacher incompetence, he has been a steady source of 
encouragement and an influential force in securing funding for this 
project. His pre-publication reviews of the manuscript were filled 
with insightful and valuable suggestions. If not for him, I never would 
have experienced the joy that occurs when work is play. 
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Introduction 



The Problem 



Our stt>rv opens m rhe el.issrcn)iii I'jt tc.u lier who t\ pities the probleni 
that is bem^ addressed in tins book. 

Mrs. Kilpatrick, a tlnrd grade teacher who acquired tenure in 
19()7. is seated at her desk. Several students come to her with 
quesfu)ns about the homework assignment. Each one is told tlic 
same thing, ‘Cjo back and think about it . Mrs. Kilpatrick 
notices two children talking in the back ot tlie room and throws 
an eraser at them. Shortly thereafter, she gets up horn her desk 
and approaches a child who is obviously having trouble doing 
the assignment. She taps the child on the head with her 
fingernails and says in a belittling tone ot voice, ‘Are you so 
dumb that you can’t do that?' 

Across the room arc several bright students who have 
finished their work. They sit with bored looks on their faces. 

Down the hall Mrs. Kilpatrick's latest Principal stares at 
several doLuments lying on his desk. Eight parents have 
requested that their children be transferred out ot her class. The 
reading specialist has filed a written report about Mrs. Kil- 
patrick’s reading program. Halt ot the students are niisplaced; 
they are reading te.xts covered the previous year. Formal 
reading instruction is non-e.\istent. Mrs. Kilpatrick merely has 
students read aloud in ‘round robin’ fashion, and she never 
makes a comment. In the opinion ot the reading specialist and 
the eight parents, Mrs. Kilpatrick is an incompetent teacher. 
Somewhat reluctantly, the Principal has reached the same 
conclusion. ’ 
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Although incompetent teachers, like Mrs. Kilpatrick, represent a 
relatively small proportion of the teaching force in the United States, 
the number of students who are being taught by such teachers is 
substantial. It we assume that 5 per cent of the teachers in public 
elementary and secondary schools are incompetent (Johnson, 1984; 
Neill and Custis, 1978),“ the number ot students who are being taught 
by these teachers exceeds the total combined puiblic school enrollments 
ot tourteeu states: Alaska, Delaware, Hawaii, Idaho, Maine, Montana, 
Nebraska, Nevada, New Hampshire, North Dakota, Rhode Island, 
South Dakota, Vermont and Wy'oming. ' The large number ot students 
who are being shortchanged each year by incompetent teachers under- 
scores the importance and the seriousness of this problem.^ 

Not surprisingly, parents are unhappy about the presence of such 
teachers in the teaching profession. For twenty consecutive years, 
parents have expressed their reservations about teaching quality in 
antiual polls of the public's attitudes toward the public schools. On 
one occasion nearly half of the public school parents indicated that 
there were teachers in the local schools who should be fired. The most 
frequently cited reason for this drastic action was incompetence 
(Elam, 1978). Recently, parents in districts with declining enrollments 
have begun to question layoff policies which ignore the problem of 
teacher incompetence. The following letter illustrates the intense feel- 
ings which some parents have about layoffs based on seniority rather 
than on performance: 

Who says newspapers don’t print good news? I’ve just read in 
my morning paper that the Rrincipal and a group of parents at 
Johnson Junior High School are going to try to do something 
about the current system of deciding which teachers get laid ofT. 

Over the years, as a parent, I repeatedly felt frustrated, 
angry and helpless when each spring teachers — who were the 
ones the students hoped anxiously to get, who had students 
visiting their classrooms after school, who had lively looking 
classrooms — would receive their lay-off notices. Meanwhile, 
left behind to teach our children, would be the mediocre 
teachers who appeared to have precious little creative inspira- 
tion for teaching and very little interest in children. 

I do not mean to paint all teachers with the same brush. 
There are many excellent teachers in the Union School District, 
and in all the districts. But we had to work to find them. In our 
case it required changing schools. Not all parents have the time 
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and energy to take this drastic step. And why sliould they have 
to? And, at the high school level, even this choice is closed off. 

My son, now in high school, was fortunate enough to have 
had Andrew Morganstein as a teacher. When he read the article 
he said, ‘Oh no, they can’t fire Mr. Morganstein’. 

Oh yes, son. They can and they did. But my sons are used 
to the yearly spring disaster. They have seen it happen year after 
year. 

One wonders what the young people think of this system. 
r>oes it make them wonder if excellence is worthwhile, or is it 
enough to be just mediocre? 

Students and parents are not the only ones who are being 
shortchanged by incompetent teachers. These poor performers tarnish 
the vast majority of America’s teachers who are competent and 
conscientious professionals. Witness a 1984 issue of Newsweek maga- 
zine. The cover pictures a teacher wearing a dunce cap and carries the 
headline, ‘Why Teachers Fail’. The accompanying article paints a 
dismal portrait of the teaching profession — low SAF scores, easy 
admission requirements, and intellectually sterile training. Question- 
able competence is the underlying message, and the authors (Williams 
et it/., 1984) make no effort to mute it. Articles like this suggest that 
incompetence is either more pervasive or more serious in the teaching 
profession than elsewhere in our society. The suggestion casts a dark 
shadow on the thousands of competent teachers who are overworked, 
underpaid and underappreciated for their efforts and accomplishments. 

Quite understandably, the problem of teacher incompetence has 
not gone unnoticed by educational reformers. They have advanced 
numerous solutions such as; (i) cleanse the profession by removing the 
incompetent teachers; (ii) improve the attractiveness of the teaching 
profession by raising salaries; (iii) restrict entry into the profession by 
means of competency tests; (iv) upgrade the quality of prcscrvice 
teacher education by adopting competency-based preparation prog- 
rams; and (v) provide incentives for quality teaching by instituting 
merit pay. 

Although there appears to be no shortage of ideas about what 
should be done to redress the problem of teacher incompetence, there is 
virtually nothing known about the ways in which local school officials 
are actually dealing with this important problem. This book represents 
an initial exploration of this hitherto uncharted area and seeks to 
illuminate the following questions: 
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1 What is the nature ot teacher incompetence? 

2 How do administrators ascertain who the incompetent teachers 
are? 

3 What are the perceived causes ot teacher incompetence? 

4 What are the various ways in which school administrators 
respond to the problem ot teacher incompetence? 

5 What are the factors which shape their responses? 

In the remainder ot this chapter we discuss what we have learned about 
the first three questions and toreshadow the major topics to be 
addressed in subsequent chapters. It will become evident that the bulk 
ot this book is devoted to a tme-grained description of how administra- 
tors respond to the problem ot teacher incompetence and a comprehen- 
siv’e analysis ot the conditions which shape these responses. 



The Nature of Incompetence 

Incompetence is a concept without precise technical meaning 
(Rosenberger and Rlimpton, 1975).^ Although most state legislatures 
have singled out incompetence (or one of its blood relatives — 
inethciency, gross inethciency, and inadequate performance) as a legal 
cause for dismissing teachers, only two states, Alaska and Tennessee, 
hav'e attempted to define the term. Neither state supplies any criteria or 
standards tor determining what constitutes incompetent performance 
in the classroom. 

In the absence ot state legislation, the courts have shown little 
inclination to specify the criteria and the standards by which incompe- 
tence can be evaluated. C^nc notable exception to this trend is the 
Michigan Court of Appeals which ruled in 1979 that 

School boards and the Tenure Commission should, in each 
case, make specific determinations concerning the challenged 
teacher's knondcd^^c of his sitbn'ct. his iibility to import it, the manner 
and cffiiaiY of his discipline over his students, his rapport with 
paretits and otliet teachers, and his physical and mental ability to 
withstatid the strain of teachiti^^. In each case, the effect on the 
school and its students ot the acts alleged to require dismissal 
must be delineated.^’ 

The Michigan T’enure C^ominission subsequently adopted these criteria 
as Its definition of inconipeteiicy but held that all five factors need not 
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be established to support a charge of incompetence. Any one ot these 
factors is sufficient.' It should be noted, however, that neither the 
Michigan Court of Appeals nor the Tenure Commission established 
any clear-cut standards forjudging whether a teacher has satisfied these 
criteria. 

Lacking firm guidance from state statutes and the courts, adminis- 
trators are generally lett on their own to figure out what the criteria, 
standards or both should be for determining whether a teacher is 
incompetent. As we argue in the next chapter, the absence of definite 
standards or unequivocal cut-off points is especially troublesome tor 
administrators in California and elsewhere because the burden ot proof 
rests on them to demonstrate that a teacher is incompetent. Successful 
dismissal of a tenured teacher for incompetence hinges upon the 
administrator's ability to persuade an iiiipartial third-party that (s)he 
has provided such proof. 

Our research sheds some light on how administrators cope with 
the defimtional uncertainty inherent in using incompetence as a reason 
for weeding teachers out of local school districts. Incompetence, as 
reflected in the personnel decisions of the administrators whom we 
studied, appears to mean persistent failure in one or more of the 
following respects: 

1 failure to maintain discipline; 

2 failure to treat students properly; 

3 failure to impart subject matter effectively; 

4 failure to accept teaching advice from superiors; 

5 failure to demonstrate mastery ol the subject matter being 
taught; and 

6 failure to produce the intended or desired results in the 
classroom. 

Ihe most common tvpe ot failure is weakness in maintaining disci- 
pline. This particular form ot failure is the leading cause for dismissal in 
studies of teacher failure which have been conducted over the past 
seventy years (Littler, 1914; Buellcsfuld, 1913; Madsen, 1927; Simon, 
1936; Bridges and Chimport, 1984). 

Incompetency ordinarily manifests itself in a pattern ot recurring 
instances, rather than in a single egregious incident (Tigges, 1965; 
Rosenberger and Plimpton, 1975). Because there arc no clear-cut 
standards or yardsticks tor determining whether a teacher has tailed to 
meet a particular criterion, supcrvisor.s must accumulate numerous 
examples oi\\ teacher's shortcomings to demonstrate that a pattern of 
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lailiirc exists. The significance of a demonstrable pattern of deficiencies 
is underscored in the tollowing court ruling: 

Proof of nionientary lapse's in discipline or ot a single' day’s 
lesson gone awry is not sufficient to show cause for dismissal of 
a tenured teacher... Yet, where brief instances and isolated 
lapses occur repeatedly, there emerges a pattern of behavior 
which, if deficient, will support the dismissal of a tenured 
teacher. Where the school board fails ... to show that the 
examples of conduct constitute a pattern of deficiency, then 
dismissal cannot be permitted.^ 

When administrators seek to remove a teacher for incompetence, 
the teacher is often in a state of ‘performance collapse’. The teacher's 
performance is so bad that no one doubts the appropriateness of the 
label, ‘incompetent’. The scope of the incompetent teacher’s failure is 
illustrated by the following description of a teacher who resigned under 
pressure rather than face dismissal; 

Mrs. Ingalls is in her early sixties and has taught at the 
elementary level in the district for more than twenty years. 
During this time, she has taught in six different schools. Each 
time she came under fire she transferred to another school 
within the' district. The students in Mrs. Ingalls' class arc 
making little or no academic progress. Six parents have re- 
quested that their children not be assigned to Mrs. Ingalls next 
year. It is common knowledge that she has no control over her 
class and frequently refers trouble-makers to the Principal. She 
also lacks self-control and abuses kids when she becomes angry. 
Students complain about being called stupid and about being 
slapped, grabbed, and pinched. When she isn’t yelling at 
students, they still don t pay attention because her classroom 
teaching reflects inadequate lesson planning. Her behavior is 
offensive to other teachers, as well as parents, students, and 
administrators. 

The standards which arc used to judge a teacher’s competence 
appear to vary from one district to another. Although incompetent 
teachers are often viewed as the dregs of a district’s teaching force, they 
may on occasion be average or just slightly below average in relation to 
teachers in other districts. In the absence of clear-cut standards for 
judging the competency of a teacher, comparative judgments inevit- 
ably creep into the evaluation process. Sometimes these comparisons 
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work to the detriment of teachers who are poor only in comparison 
with other teachers in their school or district. As one principal put it, 

She (a teacher in the primary grades) looked weak in compari- 
son with the other teachers on my staff who were outstanding. 

We hired a specialist in classroom management to work with 
her for a few days. He felt that she was better than a lot of 
teachers he had worked with who had been judged to be 
marginal or okay in other districts. In my school, okay isn’t 
good enough. My parents insist on the best. 

Given the ambiguity surrounding the meaning ot incompetence, it is 
understandable how comparative judgments can color its perception 
and definition in any particular setting. 



The Detection of Incompetence 

School officials cast a broad net to identify the poor performers in the 
classroom. Recognizing that most of a teacher’s activities take place 
behind closed doors, administrators use a variety of means to detect the 
incompetent teacher: supervisor ratings; student, parent, and teacher 
complaints; student surveys; and student test results (see table 1). In 
view of the limitations and questionable soundness of some of these 
methods, the reliance on multiple sources represents a reasonable 
deciuon. 

Most districts (72.3 per cent) use at least three different methods to 
identify incompetent teachers. The most frequently reported methods 
arc (i) supervisor ratings and observations; (ii) complaints from parents 
or students; (iii) eomplaints from other teachers; and (iv) student test 



Table I Practices Used by California School Districts to Identify Incompetent Teachers 



Practice 



Supervisor observatior^s/ratir^gs 
Complair^ts from parer^ts or studer^ts 
Complair^ts from other teachers 
Studer^t test results 
Follow-up surveys of former students 
Student ratings 
Exit interviews with parents 
Other (number of Ds and Fs given, number 
discipline problems, attendance of teacher) 



Per cent of districts 
{n = 141} reporting use 



100 0 
78 0 
53.2 
46 0 
26 9 
156 
43 

student referrals for 2 1 
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results. The decision to rely o!i more than supervisory ratings is 
important for several reasons. First, supervisors, especially principals, 
do not allocate a significant portion of their time to managing 
instructional activities (Hallinger, 1983). In place of coordinating and 
controlling the curriculum and instructional program of the school, 
principals spend most ol their workday on managerial tasks that are 
unrelated to these matters (Peterson, 1977-78; Sproull, 1981). 

Second, even when supervisors observe a teacher in the classroom, 
they may not see a representative sample of the teacher’s performance' 
If the Principal is recjuired by the union contract to announce classroom 
observations in advance or chooses to do so as a professional courtesy, 
(s)he may be watching a staged, polished presentation that is atypical of 
the teacher s behavior. By way of illustration, one Personnel Director 
gave the follow'ing account: 

I his teacher (Miss Noll) was a real faker. For two years she 
received flawiess, glowing evaluations. She was able to do a 
pertect lesson in front of the Special Services Coordinator and 
the Principal, but she slacked off when they were not there. 
They had no idea that the teacher w'as doing nothing in the 
classroom. She fooled her previous supervisors, too. She had 
absolutely glowing letters of recommendation from four diffe- 
rent administrators. 

Third, supervisory ratings are questionable indicators of how’ 
much students are learning. Most of the research which bears on this 
issue shows no relationship between supervisory ratings and student 
performance on achievemer' tests; representative conclusions drawn 
from these studies arc as follows: 

. . . superintendents, supervisors, and principals tended to rate 
good teachers low' and poor teachers high (goodness defined by 
pupil growth in achievement). . . Ratings by superintendents, 
supervisors, principals should not be accepted as the sole or 
valid criteria until persons in these positions have been re- 
educated for this responsibility (McCall and Krause, 1959). 

. , . evaluations based on ... supervisors’ ratings and those 
based on measures ot pupil grow'th and achievement were not 
significantly correlated (Anderson, 1954). 

Whatever pupil gain measures in relation to teaching ability it is 
not that emphasized in supervisory ratings (Jones, 1946). 
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Employer's ratings of teaching ability are not related to pupil 
gains in information (Brookover, 1940). 

In the one study that reports a positive, but modest, relationship 
between supervisory ratings and student achievement, the author 
(Murnane, 1984) concludes, ‘If terms of employment were a function 
of assessed performance, the terms ottered to any individual teacher 
would be very sensitive to the choice of instrument (ratings or tests ot 
student achievement) used to measure pertorniance . It should be noted 
that the questionable soundness of supervisory ratings’*' is not limited 
to the field of education. Research on the trustworthiness of super- 
visory ratings in business and industry indicates that they are trequently 
loaded with^ subjectivity and bias and are neither as reliable nor as valid 
as peer ratings (Latham and Wexley, 1981). 

To overcome the problems inherent in using supervisory ratings, 
administrators also use complaints from students and parents to 
identify ineffective teachers. Complaints signal that something may be 
radically wrong in a teacher s classroom and stimulate a closer look at 
what is happening. They also represent a source ot pressure on the 
administrator to deal with the poor performer. The crucial signiticance 
of these complaints will become evident when we later examine their 
role in ov’ercoming the reluctance ot administrators to contiont incom- 
petent teachers. 

Complaints from teachers also figure in the identitication ot 
unsatisfactory teachers. These complaints arise in large part because ot 
the interdependent character of teaching activities (Johnson, 1984). The 
incompetent teacher creates several potential problems tor his or her 
colleagues. Most of the poor performers are unable to maintain 
discipline; if students become too unruly, the noise may disrupt the 
instruction taking place in other classrooms. The students who have 
been taught by these teachers also may create ditficultics tor subsequent 
teachers if the students have not mastered the concepts, skills, and 
material to which they have been exposed. Finally, incompetent 
teachers may become a source ot trustration for their colleagues it they 
work together as members of a teaching team. Any^ one ot these 
problems may prompt other teachers to complain. The taker who was 
mentioned earlier provides a viv'id illustration ot the role teacher 
complaints can play in identifying incompetent teachers. According to 
the Personnel Director, 

Miss Noll was a shirker. She trequently lett class and talked on 

the phone for long periods. She otten returned late trom lunch. 
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She didn’t follow the curriculum either; no math had been 
taught in her class for thirteen weeks. She didn’t prepare lesson 
plans and ridiculed students when t’ney didn’t pay attention. 

The supervisors had no inkling of this until the co-teacher and 
instructional aides came forward to complain. Up to that time, the 
supervisors thought that she was an ideal teacher. What this 
teacher really was was an ideal faker. 

In addition to supervisory ratings and complaints from students, 
parents, and other teachers, school district officials monitor student test 
results and use these to identify the poorly performing teachers Using 
these tests to evaluate the effectiveness of teachers is not without its 
problems, however. The effects of teachers on the achievement of 
different groups of students are relatively unstable or inconsistent from 
one year to the ne.xt (Rosenshine, 1977). Moreover, these effects art- 
even unstable from one topic to another for the same students (Ibid). 
Even if the effects were stable, the tests may not measure knowledge 
and skills which match the instructional objectives of the district or the 
teacher. Finally, the performance of a teacher’s students on these tests 
may be attributable in part to initial differences in the performance 
potential of the students. 

The least frequently used ways of identifying the incompetent 
teacher, in descending order of usage, are follow-up surveys of former 
students, student ratings," and exit interviews with parents. Districts 
also report using such indicators as the number of Ds and Fs given by a 
teacher, the number of student referrals for disciplinary reasons, and 
the attendance record of the teacher. However, these last three indica- 
tors are rarely used. 



The Roots of Incompetence 



When teachers are having difficulties in their classrooms, their unsatis- 
factory performance may stem from one or more of the following 
causes: (i) shortcomings of the supervisor and/or organization; (ii) 
shortcomings ot the employee; and (iii) outside or non-job-related 
influences affecting the employee (Stcinmetz, 1969). The causes of the 
incompetent teacher’s difficulties appear to be multi-faceted. Adminis- 
trators attribute the poor performance of such teachers to both external 
and internal causes. One external cause for the teacher’s problems is 
inadequate supervision. Some supervisors lack the skills to deal effee- 



Introduction 



tively with incompetent teachers and tail to take corrcccivT action early 
in the teacher s career when this guidance may be beneficial. 

In the vast majority ot cases administrators attributed the causes of 
the teacher s poor pertoriiiance to two or more sources. The most 
commonly perceived cause was shortcomings of the teacher, and the 
most prevalent shortcoming was the teacher's lack of ability or skill in 
performing instructional duties. For the most part, administrators did 
not elaborate on what they meant by ability or skill deficiencies. In 
those instances where aclmimstrators did specify the nature of the 
deficiencies, they tended to enipliasize weak intellectual ability, in- 
adequate knowledge of the subject, and poor judgment. By way of 
illustration, administrators made comments like the following: 

She was dumb as a stone. 

She wasn't very bright. 

She wasn't on top of the subject matter. 

She lacked common sense. 

Administrators also attributed the incompetent teacher's difficulties to 
lack of effort. They described the motivational states of these teachers 
in the following ways: 

She was not putting forth the effort. She met her classes but 

minimally met her teaching obligations. 

He was lazy, not interested in teaching. 

She wasn't highly motivated, just putting in time. 

He didn't have any desire to improve and kept repeating the 

same stupid mistakes. Discipline problems didn't seem to 

bother him. He was really laid back, low key. 

Lack of effort was less prev'alent than ability or skill as a perceived cause 
of the teacher's problems in the classroom.'- In a few cases, administra- 
tors even portrayed the poor performers as ‘trying hard but simply not 
getting any results'. 

Insufficient ability and motivation were not the only individual 
shortcomings which administrators perceived to be at the root of a 
teacher s difficultic's. In nearly half of the cases, teachers suffered from 
some type of personal disorder or pathology that adversely affected 
their performance. Emotional distress, burn-out, and health problems 
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were relatively common. Alcoholism was mentioned only twice as a 
major source ot the teacher s dirticulties. 

Besides the personal inadequacies of teachers, administrators also 
attributed unsatisfactory performance to outside inrtuences.*^ Marital 
difficulties and finaneiai problems were commonplace. Several ot the 
teachers had gone through arduous divorces while other teachers were 
distracted by the continual turmoil in their marriages. In some ot the 
cases, it is clear trom the comments ot administrators that these outside 
influences preceded the teacher’s difficulties in the classroom. In other 
cases the data fail to reveal whether the teacher’s problems, particularly 
marital problems, preceded or coincided with the ditticulties being 
experienced at work. These teachers may have been caught in some 
vicious cycle in which the problems at home and work ted on one 
another and created a downward spiral in both settings. 

Finally, administrators assigned partial blame for the teacher s 
present difficulties to the shortcomings ot past supervisors. According 
to some ot our interviewees, these supervisors lacked the ability to deal 
with incompetent teachers and were reluctant to contront them about 
their poor performance in the classroom. One administrator bluntly 
stated, ‘He had incompetent supervisors who didn t help him to 
improve'. Another administrator blamed the teacher s current prob- 
lems on supervisory passivity; in the words ot this administrator. 

Her supervisors w'ere aware of the problems but did nothing. It 

they had confronted her and given her assistance, she might 

have been salvaged and transformed into an adequate teacher. 

A third administrator implicated the competence and the motivation ot 
‘previous principals who lacked the skill and the willingness to give 
poor evaluations'. These three administrators were not isolated exam- 
ples; there were several other administrators w'ho explieitl) held 
supervisors partially responsible for the troubles being experienced by 
incompetent teachers. 

By way of concluding this discussion ot the roots ot incompetence, 
we wish to underscore how complex the origins appear to be. Rarely, is 
a teacher's poor performance due solely to a single cause like ettort, 
skill or ability. More commonly, unsatistactory pertormance stems 
from other sources as well, such <as personal disorders, marital prob- 
lems, and inadequate supervision. Under these conditions, ettorts to 
improve the performance ot such teachers represent a tormidable 
challenge and undertaking. It is unlikely that something akin to a 
miracle drug or an organ transplant will ever suffice as a cure for the 
problem of incompetent teaching. The extent of the teacher’s difficul- 
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ties in the classroom and the causes which underlie these difficulties are 
simply tcH) far-reaching. 



The Responses 

A major pc^rtion of this book, as luned earlier, is devoted to a 
tinc-graincd description o^' the ways in which school administrators 
respond to incompetent teachers. The discussion of these responses is 
interlaced with comments from the administrators who were inter- 
viewed and with excerpts from documents taken troni the personnel 
tiles of incompetent teachers. Readers will have the opportunity lo 
step behind the closed doors of local school districts and to inspect 
first-hand the contents of documents like the following: the classroom 
c^bservation reports of principals, the annual evaluations of incompe- 
tent teachers, the formal notices of incompetency, and the written 
reactions of teachers to what is being said about them. We show how 
the contents of these documents reflect four different types of adminis- 
trative responses to incompetent teachers: (i) tolerance of the teacher’s 
poor performance; (ii) an attempt to salvage the incompetent teacher; 
(ill) an effort to induce the poor performer to resign or to retire early; 
and (iv) a recommendation for dismissal. 



iolcrducc of the Poor Performer 

Our research has uncovered several 'ways in which administrators 
exhibit a reluctance to confront the incompetent teacher. These various 
responses to the poor performer are discussed in chapter 2 and are 
contrasted with the responses which have been observed in the Fortune 
5n0 companies and in other professions. One response, the use of 
escape hatches to sidestep the problems by the incompetent teacher, is 
especially interesting. The reader will learn what these escape hatches 
are and how they arc used. These escape hatches simultaneously protect 
the ineompetcnt teacher and minimize the destructive consequences of 
his/her ineptitude on the organization. 



Salvajiie Attempts 

Once administrators decide to confront an incompetent teacher about 
his/her poor performance, they usually focus their efforts on how to 
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improve the teacner’s ctfectivcncss \n the classroom. In chapter 3 we 
identify the salient features of these salvage attempts. The discussion 
discloses the /limited success of these rescue operations and explains 
why they rarely result in dramatic improvement. Those who maintain 
that remediation is the way to solve the problem of teacher incompe- 
tence will not discover much support for their view in this book. If the 
teacher is a veteran with many years of experience, the problem is 
indeed formidable and, perhaps, untreatable. Conceivably, remediation 
is effective, but only at the early stages of a person’s teaching career 
when his/her teaching style is still malleable. 



luduced Exits 

When, and it, the salvage attempt fails, administrators begin to 
concentrate their efforts on how to get rid of the incompetent teacher. 
If the teacher has tenure, as most do, administrators try to induce a 
resignation or an early etirement. In chapter 4 vve discuss the dynamics 
of these induced exits and analyze the role of pressure, negotiations, 
teacher unions, and inducements (what the teacher requests and/or 
receives in return for his/her resignation) in these induced departures. 
Pressure is especially influential in securing the resignations of incom- 
petent teachers. We show why this is the case and describe the kinds of 
pressure which administrators exert on these teachers. 

The role played by teacher unions in the induced resignations of 
incompetent teachers is of special interest. The popular view is that 
these unions are chiefly responsible for the continued employment of 
ineffective teachers (Johnson, 1984). Our research provides an oppor- 
tunity' to assess the validity of this view' by examining how teacher 
unions behave when administrators attempt to induce the incompetents 
to resign. Are teacher unions staunch defenders of the incompetent 
teacher? Are they passive by-standers? Or, arc they silent allies of the 
administration? The answ^er lies in chapters 4 and 6. 



Dismissals 

The Determinants 



In the next chapter, wc discuss a variety of personal and situational 
factors which influence the inclinations of administrators to tolerate or 
to confront incompetent teachers. Teacher tenure and the administra- 
tor’s desire to avoid conflict promote tolerant and protective responses 
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while parental complaints and declining enrollments exert pressure on 
the administrator to confront the poor performer. Whether the admin- 
istrator actually confronts the teacher in the face of these pressures 
depends in part on the size of the district and the financial health of the 
district. Small is beautiful when it comes to confronting the poor 
performer, and budget slashing has stimulated administrators to weed 
out the deadwood. Our analysis reveals why. 



Summary 

This book focuses on how school administrators deal with the problem 
of teacher incompetence. Although incompetent teachers may cons- 
titute only 5 per cent of the teaching force, they tarnish the reputation 
of the entire profession, shortchange nearly two million students a 
year, and engender parental dissatisfacti an with the public schools. 
Despite the importance of this problem, little is known about how local 
school administrators are handling the substandard teachers on their 
staffs. To understand what is happening, we conducted several studies 
in California, a state that accounts for almost one-tenth of the students 
and teachers in the United States, and reviewed the research on 
practices and conditions in other states. These various sources of 
information provide an in-depth understanding of how administrators 
respond to the incompetent teacher and the conditions which shape 
these responses. Our research also throws limited light on the nature of 
teacher incompetence, the ways in which administrators detect it, and 
the causal factors which account for the teacher’s difficulties in the 
classroom. 

We began our analysis of the problem by discussing the nature of 
teacher incompetence, the ways in which administrators detect it, and 
the underlying causes of incompetence in the classroom. Incompetence 
IS a concept without precise technical meaning; the lack of clear-cut 
standards forjudging teacher incompetence results in variable standards 
being used across school districts. Within each district the incompetent 
teachers are the worst of the lot; no one doubts that they are incom- 
petent because most are in a state of ‘performance collapse’. The vast 
majority of school districts use at least three different means to identify 
incompetent teachers; the most frequently reported methods are super- 
visory observations, complaints from parents or students, complaints 
from other teachers, and student test results. Given the limitations of 
each indicator, the ieliance on multiple measures appears to represent a 
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sound practice. The ditTiculties which incompetent teachers experience 
in the classroom often stem from multiple causes: the personal short- 
comings ot the teacher, non-job -related influences (for example, 
marital and financial ditficulties), and the limitations or tailings of 
supervisors. The multi-faceted character of these underlying causes 
poses a real challenge tor those intent on treating the problem of incom- 
petent teaching. 

We concluded this chapter by foreshadowing the topics to be 
addressed in subsequent chapters. The description and analysis will 
center on foe kinds of responses to the poor performer (namely, 
tolerant and protective actions, rescue attempts, induced resignations 
and dismissals) and the situational conditions which affect how admi- 
nistrators actually respond. Teacher tenure is one of these conditions. 
It hampers to some extent the ability of school districts to maintain a 
high quality teaching staff because once a teacher acquires tenure, 
blatant failure, not competence, becomes the standard for judging 
whether a teacher is entitled to remain in the classroom. In the last 
two chapters we explore what the implications of this shift in stan- 
dards are for policies and practices in the area of teacher evaluation. 



1 This teacher was charged with incompetence and unprofessional conduct; 
the intorniation was taken troni the report of the Commission on 
Protessional ConipeteiKe. This three-member Commission conducts dis- 
missal hearings in California and decides whether a school district has 
substantiated its charges against the teacher. The other portraits of 
incompetent teachers which appear in this book arc drawn from the case 
histones ot incompetent teachers who were induced to resign or take early 
retirement. Sec Appendix A for details about these case histories. 

2 The estimates range from 5 to 15 per cent. Since the estimates are based on 
inexact measures of incompetence, we have chosen to use the lower 
estimate. We fully acknowledge that this estimate may overstate or 
understate the true incidence of incompetence in the teaching profession. 
As a result, we have purposely chosen the phrase, ‘if we assume', to 
introduce our discussion of the numerical prevalence of iiiconipctencc in 
the teaching force. 

3 The number of students was estimated as follows. In the fall of 1981 there 
were 2,124,697 full-time equivalent teachers employed in the United States 
(Grant and Snyder, 1984). Five per cent of this figure is 106,235, the 
estimated number of incompetent teachers. We assumed that each of these 
teachers taught 18.9 students (the average pupil-teacher ratio reported for 
1981-82). Under this assumption, the total number of students being 
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taught by incompetent teachers is 2,007,842. This number exceeds the total 
combined public school enrollments reported in 1081-82 for the fourteen 
smallest states. 

4 The problem of teacher incompetence is not limited to the United States. 
All of the English headteachers interviewed by Grace (1084) acknowl- 
<*dged the existence of poor or mcompetent teachers. 

5 Definitions of teacher incompetence can be found iii Kellehcr (1085), 
Rosenberger and Plimpton (1075). Tigges (1065). and Harper and 
Gammon (1081). 

6 Beebe v. Haslett Pub. Sch.. 66 Mich. App.. 718 at 726 (1070). 

7 Niemi v. Board of Education. Kearsley Sch. Dist., TTC 74-36. 

8 Board of Education v. Ingels, 304 N.E. 2d 60 (1070). 

0 Few studies have focused on the effectiveness of supervisory ratings in 
promoting teacher improvement. In fact, we were able to locate only one 
study that investigated this important issue. Tuckman and Oliver (1068) 
designed an experiment to test the relative effects of feedback on teacher’s 
behavior. There were four feedback conditions in this study: (i) students 
only; (ii) supervisor (either the Principal. Vice-Principal, or Assistant 
Principal); (in) students and supervisors; and (iv) no feedback. The 
researchers found that teachers react to feedback, irrespective of source; 
however, the reaction is negative in the case of feedback from supervisors. 
These findings prompted the two investigators to conclude that ‘such 
feedback is doing more harm than good’. 

p) Despite the weak empirical support for using supervisory ratings, the 
courts arc inclined to attach great weight to supervisory ratings as long as 
they arc based on adequately documented classroom observations. The 
following sentiments expressed by one judge reflect this deference to 
supervisory ratings: 

Teaching is an art as well as a profession and requires a large amount 
of preparation in order to qualify one in that profession. The 
ordinary layman is not well versed in that art, neither is he in a 
position to measure the necessary qualifications required for the 
teacher of today. In our judgment this information can be 
imparted by one who is versed and alert in the profession and 
aware of the qualifications required. . . We think the Principal with 
the years of experience possessed by him can be classed properly as an 
expert in the teach inj;^ pro jess ion, and is in a similar position as a doctor in 
the medical profession. — Fowler v. Young et aL, Board of 
Education, 65 N.E. 2d 399 (1945); (my emphasis). 

1 1 Although student ratings arc seldom used to identify incompetent teachers, 
there arc sound reasons for relying more heavily on ratings from this 
source. Student ratings arc commonly used to evaluate the effectiveness of 
classroom instruction at the college level (Aleamoni, 1981). Over the past 
fifty years extensive research has been conducted on the reliability and 
validity of these ratings. This body of research provides strong empirical 
support for the following conclusions: (i) student ratings arc highly stable 
(Alcarnom, 1981); (ii) they arc strongly related to student achievement 
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(Cohen, 1981), and (iii; they are highly effective in promoting improve- 
ment within a class over the course of a semester (Cohen, 1980). This 
research leaves no doubt that student ratings represent a sound choice for 
evaluating instruction at the college level, 

Research on the reliability and validity of student ratings at the 
elementary and secondary levels of education is much more sparse; 
however, the results are generally consistent with what has been found at 
the college level. Student ratings appear to be reliable (Bryan, 1963; 
Remers, 1939; Stalnecker and Reniers, 1929). Similarly, student ratings are 
effective in fostering changes in teacher behavior and instructional im- 
provement (Bryan, 1963; Gage and others 1960; Tuckman and Oliver, 
1968), Finally, student ratings are reasonably good indicators of how’ much 
students are learning from their teachers. In the most carefully designed 
and comprehensive study on this issue, McCall and Krause (1959) con- 
clude, ‘The only persons in the school system who were found to be 
professionally competent to judge the worth (as measured by gains in 
achievement) of teachers were their pupils’. Tw'o other studies (Anderson, 
1954; Lins, 1946) show low, but positive correlations between student 
ratings of teacher effectiveness and pupil growth in achievement. On 
balance, the empirical case that can be made for student ratings is stronger 
than the one which can be made for supervisor ratings. 

12 When pinpointing the reasons for a teacher’s substandard performance, 
administrators sometimes seemed to be unaware of the importance of 
determining whether difficulties were due to a lack of skill or effort. The 
importance of this determination cannot be overstated. Difficulties attri- 
butable to lack of effort require different treatment than difficulties 
stemming from lack of skill (Bridges and Groves, 1990, Bridges, 1985). In 
determining whether the teacher’s difficulties are due to a lack of effort or 
skill, the administrator should seek answxrs to the following sorts of 
questions: Could the teacher do what is expected if his or her life depended 
on it? Has the teacher ever shown in the past that (s)he is able to do what is 
expected? If the answers to both of these questions are yes, the teacher’s 
difficulties probably reflect a lack of motivation or effort. If the answ ers arc 
no, the difficulties in all likelihood arc due to a lack of skill. The nature of 
the treatment should reflect the answers to these questions. 

13 Kellehcr (1985) reports that the incompetent teachers w'ith whom he has 
worked in the state of New York often have similar troubles. 



Chapter 2 



Tolerance and Protection of the Poor 
Performer 



Although this book is about incompetent teachers, it is important to 
recognize that poor performance is a problem facing all organizations 
and professions. In a study of the Fortune 500 companies, the flagships 
of American business and industry, 97 per cent of the responding 
administrators indicated that they were currently supervising an in- 
effective subordinate (Stoeberl and Schniederjans, 1981). This problem 
IS felt at all levels of management — lower, middle, and upper — in 
these companies and is on the increase {Ibid). Doctors and lawyers, as 
well as industrial chiefs, have incompetents in their midst. Malpractice 
suits plague the medical profession (King, 1977), and lawyers are 
charged with ineffectively representing their clients (Burger, 1968; 
Finer, 1973). Clearly incompetence is not a problem that is limited to 
the teaching profession. 

Moreover, the most common response to this problem in all 
professions, organizations, and societies is to tolerate and protect the 
inept (Goode, 1967). Direct confrontation of the ineffective subordinate 
occurs infrequently in the Fortune 500 companies; managers are far 
more likely to work around the problem (Stoeberl and Schneiderjans, 
1981). Transfer is the dominant coping action followed by position 
realignment or reassignment (Stoeberl and Schneiderjans, 1981). In the 
medical profession w'hen physicians are sued for malpractice, it is 
almost impossible to get physicians to testify against their colleagues 
(Vogel and Delgado, 1980). Lawyers also are loath to engage in 
self-regulation; when they investigate client complaints, there is a 
marked tendency to abandon performance standards and to search only 
for gross misconduct, moral guilt, or deviance (Marks and Cathcart, 
1974). Only the most flagrantly inept in any organization or profession 
is apt to be fired or to be disciplined (Goode, 1967). 
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The responses of school administrators to the incompetent teacher 
are not much different. Many school administrators, like their counter- 
parts in business and the more prestigious professions, are inclined to 
tolerate and protect the poor performer. In this chapter we will 
examine the factors which either reinforce or weaken these tendencies, 
and we will describe the various ways in which school officials tolerate, 
protect, and limit the destructiveness of incompetent teachers. 



The Seeds of Tolerance 

The inclination of administrators to tolerate and protect, rather than 
confront, the incompetent teacher is shaped by a combination of 
situational and personal factors. Two of the most important situational 
factors are the legal employment rights possessed by the majority of 
California teachers and the difficulties inherent in evaluating the 
competence of classroom teachers. The most important personal factor 
is the deeply-seated human desire to avoid the conflict and unpleasant- 
ness which often accompany criticism of others. These three factors 
jointly exert a potent influence on administrators to be lenient with the 
poor performers. 



Job Security 

One factor which inclines administrators to tolerate and protect the 
poor performer and to use the sanction of dismissal so rarely is the job 
security enjoyed by most classroom teachers. Nearly 80 per cent of the 
180,000 teachers employed in the California public schools (California 
Coalition for Fair School Finance, 1984) are ‘permanent’ employees 
while the remaining teachers are either ‘probationary’ (approximately 
13 per cent) or ‘temporary’ (less than 7 per cent) employees. Tempor- 
ary teachers are generally hired to replace a teacher who either is on 
leave or has a long-term illness; they may be terminated without cause 
at the expiration of their contract. P*-obationary and permanent 
teachers, on the other hand, are members of a protected class and 
possess substantial protections against layoff or dismissal. Since the 
vast majority of California schoolteachers are permanent employees, let 
us consider the nature of the job security which this group possesses as 
a means of understanding why administrators are loath to dismiss 
incompetent teachers. 

Following two years of service as a probationary employee, a 
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teacher acquires permanent status or tenure it'(s)he is employed for the 
third successive year in the same school district. Once teachers have 
attained this employment status they have the right to continued 
possession of their jobs. This right constitutes a property right under 
the Fourteenth Amendment of the United States Constitution and may 
be taken away only if the employer proves that there is cause for 
dismissal and provides the teacher with procedural due process. 

There are twelve causes for dismissal specified in the California 
Education Code. One of these causes is incompetence; some of the 
other causes are immoral conduct, dishonesty, refusal to obey school 
laws or regulations, and alcoholic or drug abuse which makes the 
teacher unfit to instruct or associate with children. If incompetence is a 
cause for dismissal and the teacher has tenure, (s)he is presumed to be 
competent. The burden of proof rests on the district to prove other- 
wise. 

In addition to dismissal for cause only, the permanent teacher is 
guaranteed numerous due process rights in California. For example, 
the teacher is entitled to the following procedural rights: (a) a written 
statement of the charges and the materials on which they are based, (b) 
access to the facts, documents, and names ot witnesses to be used by the 
district; (c) a hearing before a three-person Commission on Profession- 
al Competence; (d) an opportunity to be represented by legal counsel; 
(e) an opportunity to cross-examine witnesses; and (f) an opportunity 
to appeal an adverse decision to the Superior Court. 

These various rights create a condition of uncertainty for local 
school officials. There is the ever-present possibility that the Commis- 
sion on Professional Competence may rule against the school district. 
During the three-year period 1978—80, the Commission on Profes- 
sional Competence presided over ninety-one dismissal cases m Cali- 
fornia. Teachers won thirty-eight of these cases outright. The possibil- 
ity of losing a case is indeed a real one for local districts. 

Moreover, the tenured teacher’s right to a hearing saddles the 
administration with heavy financial burdens. Several of the administra- 
tors whom we interviewed set aside S50,0()0 every time they identify a 
teacher who is a likely candidate for dismissal. In some cases, even this 
hefty amount is inadequate as the following letter from a Personnel 
Director indicates: 

January 18 1984 

Dr. William Cunningham 

Assistant to the Governor for Education 
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Office of the Governor 
State Capitol Building 
Sacramento, CA 95814 

Dear Dr. Cunningham: 

. . . Over a two-year period, our costs (related to a permanent 
employee dismissal) have totaled $166,715. I have attached a 
detailed summary of the District’s expenses. It is outrageous for 
a small school district (approximately 1 100 ADA) to incur such 
astronomical expenses in order to remove an incompetent 
teacher from the classroom! 



Sincerely, 



Director of Personnel 



PERMANENT CERTIFICATED DISMISSAL COSTS 
FOR DISTRICT 

s 

1 Attorney ;'ees 71,154.38 

4- Expert witness — Curriculum 

— Classroom observations 
and assistant to teacher 12/83 



3 

4 



— Hearing 



1,480.48 

250.00 

15.390.00 



5 

6 

7 



Expert witness — Typewriting analysis 
Substitute teacher for dismissal 
teacher 1/83-1/84 

Salary for dismissal teacher 1/83-1 /84 
Out of state witness (former Principal) 
Administrative salaries (1981-82) (1982-83) 



26.658.23 

1 , 002.00 



(30% for 1 year) 9,600 

(10% for 1 year) 2,700 



A__ (30% for 1/2 year) 4,995 



(15% for 1/2 year) 2,175 

(2% for 2 years) 1,360 
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S— (3% for 2 years) 2,460 

L-- (25% for 2 years) 16,500 39,790.00* 



8 Substitute for teacher panel member 

(October 11-20 1983) 405.00 

(December 7-10 1983) 180.00 

Substitute for district panel member 





(December 8 1983) 155.17 


740.17* 


9 


Miscellaneous expense 


254.69 


10 


Court reporter 


1,975.75* 


11 


Exeter Memorial Bldg, (hearing location) 


420.00* 


12 


Hearing officer (estimate) 


7,600.00 



166,715.70 

^Shared expenses if district wins case ($10,735.92) 



If the district loses such a case (it won this one), it is also obligated to 
pay for the teacher’s legal fees, even if the union is representing the 
teacher at the hearing. Dismissal of a tenured teacher for incompetence 
can be a costly, as well as a problematic, undertaking. 

The incompetent teacher who has acquired tenure is also protected 
in the event of layoffs. In California, school districts possess little 
discretion in the reasons, timing, or manner of reducing their staffs.^ If 
a district can prove that there is cause to reduce the size of its teaching 
force (for example, declines in enrollment or reduction of a ‘particular 
kind of service’), seniority must be the basis for layoffs. The education 
code, in effect, prohibits layoffs on the basis of performance, regard- 
less of how extreme the differences in performance may be. Seniority 
also dictates the order in which laid off teachers are recalled to duty. 
Moreover, RIF (reduction-in-force) decisions, like dismissal decisions, 
may be contested by teachers. In 1975, 65 per cent of the layoff 
decisions of local school officials were rejected in whole or in part by 
hearing officers (Ozsogomonyan, 1976). Clearly the need for layoffs 
does not provide school districts in California with an opportunity to 
dump the incompetents. Beyond question, poorly-performing teachers 
in this state are ensconced in a multi-layered legal cocoon, and this legal 
casing discourages administrators from confronting and dismissing 
these teachers. 
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Ambiguity in Teacher Evaluation 

The ambiguity inherent in teacher evaluation and the job security of 
most teachers exert a powerful influence on administrators to tolerate 
the incompetent teacher and to avoid the use of dismissal. Although 
incompetence is sufficient cause for dismissing a tenured teacher, it 
constitutes extremely problematic grounds for challenging the tenured 
teacher's employment contract with the district. Incompetence is a 
concept with no precise meaning; moreover, there are no clear-cut 
standards or cut-off points which enable an administrator to say with 
certitude that a teacher is incompetent. This ambiguity poses a serious 
problem for administrators because the burden of proof falls on them to 
demonstrate that a teacher is incompetent. Administrators can never be 
confident under these conditions that a Commission on Professional 
Competence or a court judge will uphold their judgment. 

Although the California Education Code specifies incompetence as 
a cause for dismissal, the term is undefined. Moreover, neither the 
statutes in the education code dealing with teacher evaluation, nor the 
case law relating to the dismissal of incompetent teachers, fully 
eliminates the ambiguity inherent in using incompetency as a cause for 
dismissal. 

The California Education Code lists four criteria to be used by 
local school districts in evaluating teachers. These criteria are as 
follows: 

1 Pupils* progress toward district-established standards of ex- 
pected achievement at each grade level in each area of study; 

2 Instructional techniques and strategies; 

3 Adherence to curricular objectives; and 

4 Establishment and maintenance of a suitable learning environ- 
ment within the scope of the employee’s responsibility. 

In order to prove that a teacher fails to meet these criteria (and, 
therefore, presumably is incompetent), the administrator must supply 
numerous instances of specific acts which evince a failure to satisfy the 
criteria. However, it is unclear what acts will be accepted as legitimate 
indicators of a teacher's failure to satisfy a particular criterion. More 
importantly, the administrator is in the dark with respect to how many 
specific instances (s)he must accumulate to persuade the commission or 
a court judge that enough evidence exists to warrant the use of 
incompetence as the cause for dismissal. 

Case law on the dismissal of tenured teachers for incompetence is 
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scant in Calitbrnia and elsewhere (Bridges and Ciumport, 1984) and 
does little to repair the ambiguities in the education code. According to 
one Calitbrnia court that has chosen to address the issue, 

Inconipetency as a basis tor dismissal does not invoke the 
vagueness and uncertainty of the phrases — moral turpitude, 
immorality, or unprofessional conduct. It is a plain word and 
means not competent. {The American Heritafie Dictionary oj the 
Eng^lish Lani^ua^^e (1981) p. 666) Competent, in turn, means 
properly or well qualitied; capable — adequate tor the purpose; 
suitable; sufficient {Ibid p. 271). . . While empirical standards to 
measure teacher competence are not in the record bet ore us, we 
have little doubt the teacher members of the Commission have 
the professional experience and skill meaningfully to assess 
teacher competence... Importantly, the concept of incom- 
petcncy is not so arcane as to suggest a court is incapable ot 
reviewing the record of administrative proceedings to deter- 
mine if substantial evidence supports the agency conclusion 
. . . incompetcncy supported by specific acts is a basis for 
dismissal." 

This statement on the meaning of incompetence and the manner ot its 
determination provides virtually no clues to the administrator regard- 
ing cither the operational meaning of the term or the nature and 
number of acts which constitute substantial evidence. Under such 
ambiguous conditions, one begins to understand why administrators 
may be reluctant to use incompetence as a cause for dismissal. The 
reluctance is even more understandable given die tact that one member 
of the three-person Commission on Professional Competence is chosen 
by the teacher. 



Desire to Avoid Conflict and Discomfort 

Individuals are predisposed to avoid unpleasantness in social encoun- 
ters. They prefer to be spared the emotional ordeal entailed in 
criticizing and finding fault with the behavior of others. Accordingly, 
administrators arc inclined to suffer other people's shortcomings in 
silence and to ‘manage by guilt' (Levinson, 1964). The significant 
elements of management by guilt arc disappointment in the employee; 
anger at his shortcomings; failure to confront him realistically about his 
job behavior; procrastination in reaching a decision about the poor 
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performer; compliments to cover-up or ease the guilt of managerial 
anger; transfer to another position; and finally, discharge (Levinson, 
1964). According to this view, administrators are inclined to withhold 
negative information from ineffective employees until the moment 
when termination becomes an overriding issue. As we later show, that 
moment rarely comes. 

The organizational context in which administrators work rein- 
forces their tendencies to suppress negativejudgments. There are often 
contradictions between the legitimate and the expert power of the 
administrator; (s)he is expected to evaluate the performance of profes- 
sionals whose competencies differ from his or her own (Trask, 1964). 
These contradictions breed self-doubt and strengthen the tendency to 
withhold criticism. Administrators also play multiple roles (for exam- 
ple, disturbance handler, ‘ire' extinguisher, chaplain, resource alloca- 
tor, initiator of change, ambassador, and spokesperson), and these roles 
limit the amount of time which administrators can spend on any one 
activity. Because they are unable to spend much time in a teacher's 
classroom, they hesitate to be critical of the teacher's performance. 
Moreover, criticism generates additional time demands and the need to 
work closely w’ith teachers to improve their performance. Finally, 
lenient evaluations have functional value; they represent a potentially 
potent strategy for increasing the willingness of subordinates to comply 
with managerial initiatives (Blau, 1956). Under these conditions, the 
safest course of action is to follow one's instincts and avoid the conflict 
and discomfort that accompany confrontation. 

Not surprisingly, the reluctance of administrators to confront the 
poor performer frequently surfaced in our interviews with school 
administrators. In the course of discussing how their districts deal with 
incompetent teachers, administrators often spoke of the principal’s 
hesitancy in confronting the incompetent teacher. Representative com- 
ments are as follows: 

Principals gloss over problems. They only make problems for 
themselves by giving poor evaluations. 

About 30-45 per cent of the administrators will not confront a 
bad teacher and tell them that they are doing a bad job. 

Principals don't put pressure on a teacher. They would rather 
encourage the teacher with a good rating than make life difficult 
with a bad evaluation. 

Principals are reluctant to say bad things about a teacher. 
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The principals’ reluctance to confront the weak teacher is also evident 
ill the case histories we examined. For example. 

My predecessor was aware of the problems but never con- 
fronted the teacher. 

Her previous principals knew of the difficulties but never did 
anything. 

This teacher experienced difficulties for fourteen years. No one 
ever communicated dissatisfaction about her performance or 
applied pressure. 



The Responses 

Thus far. we have argued that the job security of teachers, the 
ambiguity in teacher evaluation, and the proclivities of administrators 
undermine their willingness to dismiss incompetent teachers and to 
confront them about their poor performance. In this section we will 
describe the ways in which administrators typically respond to the 
incompetent teacher. These responses reflect an inclination to tolerate 
and protect the inept. 

Administrators manifest their tolerance and protection of the poor 
performer in five ways: (i) using classroom observation reports as 
occasions for ceremonial congratulations; (ii) using double-talk to 
cover their criticisms; (iii) providing inflated performance ratings; 
(iv) relying on escape hatches to skirt the problems; and (v) making 
minimal use of the sanction of dismissal. Each of these responses 
represents an implicit resolution to two concerns that are often in 
tension with one another — a concern for the welfare of the indivi- 
dual and a concern for the welfare of the group or the organization. 
The first three responses (i.e., ceremonial congratulations, double- 
talk, and inflated ratings) reflect an overwhelming concern for the inept 
employee. The fourth response, using escape hatches, continues to 
provide a measure of protection for the employee but minimizes, 
if not eliminates, the destructive consequences of the employee’s 
ineptitude on the organization. Dismissal, the last response, reflects a 
dominant concern for the organization’s well-being. School adminis- 
trators rarely use this action to weed out the poor performers, and these 
individuals are usually the worst of the lot. 
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Using Classrooffi I isitations as Occasions for Ceremonial 
Congratulations 

As a part of the teacher evaluation process, principals are required to 
visit classrooms and to prepare written reports of their observations. 
Analyses of these wTitten accounts indicate that they are filled with 
glowing generalities (Guthrie and Willowcr, 1973). The vast majority 
of the statements in the observation reports are positive or laudatory in 
tone and contain no specific reference to what was being observed. 
Examples of these statements are ‘I enjoyed the class’, ‘I w^as pleased 
with my visit’, ‘A good learning climate existed’. Less than 3 per cent 
of the statements express any criticism of the teacher and/or classroom 
practices. The researchers refer to these observation reports as ceremo- 
nial congratulations and maintain that such reports ‘are unlikely to be a 
vehicle for the promotion of serious dialogue on instruction between 
principals and teachers’ (Guthrie and Willower, 1973, p. 289). 

Double-talk 

Principals also manifest their tolerance for the poor performer by using 
double-talk to mute the criticisms in their written evaluations of 
teachers. ^ This tendency to deaden the sting of criticism is highlighted 
in the following excerpt from a training manual provided by one of the 
Personnel Directors w'hom we interviewed: 

When the famous eighteenth century French writer Voltaire 
said, ‘Words were given to man to enable him to conceal his 
true feelings', he was describing a common human behavior 
that is far too often manifested in disciplinary documents. 
Instead of expressing the true facts and dealing with the 
problem head-on, supervisors have a tendency to pussyfoot and 
equivocate. This is usually rationalized as a need to be tactful 
and build human relations. The mollycoddling supervisor only 
causes a breakdown in communications. . . This is not to say 
that tact and human relations don't have a place. . . It is possible 
to be factual and direct in communicating with workers with- 
out engaging in a personal attack. 

One of the ways in which principals mute their criticisms is to cast 
them in a positive light and to emphasize the need for continued 
professional growth. The ‘glow and grow’ approach is illustrated in the 
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following year-end evaluation of a teacher who was under heavy fire 
from parents: 

Miss Jones has tried to overcome many of the complaints 
brought against her (actually, parents came in droves and 
deluged the Principal with ‘I don’t want niy son/daughter in 
that classroom’). She must grow in being sensitive to the 
feelings of others by thinking through her statements before 
making them. Her attitude toward her job and her unfortunate 
situation has become much more positive. This attitude allows 
her to deal with constructive suggestions which in turn enables 
her to grow as a professional educator. 

I have enjoyed working with her and wish her success in 
her new position (she is being transferred). I know that a 
continued positive outlook and attitude toward change will 
only lead to her becoming a well-liked teacher. [Author’s asides 
in parentheses.] 

According to the Personnel Director, this particular teacher was 

as poor a teacher as 1 have ever seen. She began as a mediocre 
teacher and became progressively worse. The last two years 
were pathetic. 

Another way in which principals mute their criticism is to wrap it 
in compliments, ‘constructive’ suggestions, and words of encourage- 
ment. This approach is exemplified in the following evaluation of a 
teacher who had been having serious discipline problems because of his 
unreasonable rules and harsh, military manner with students. 

Mr. Smith has continued to play an important role in volunteer- 
ing to teach general science as well as his assigned math classes. 

He has adopted the Assertive Discipline approach in his classes. 

I still would like to see him relax a little more. This will take a 
real effort on his part because I know he cares. 1 believe that if he 
followed the Assertive Discipline approach more closely he 
would receive better results and be more comfortable with his 
students. 

Inflated Ratings 

In addition to using double-talk to mute their criticism, principals also 
show their tolerance for the poor performer by inflating the evaluations 
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of such teachers. Inflated performance ratings are a common occurrence 
in the evaluations of the incompetent teachers v^^ho eventually were 
induced to resign their positions. Here are several examples of this 
practice; 

In twenty-six years he never received an unsatisfactory rating. 
During the past five years, he did receive a few suggestions for 
improvement like ‘continue to be a little more low keyed* and 
‘if you would be a little more patient with your students you 
will get better results’. 

She was having problems during her probationary period and 
should have been terminated at that point. But, in thirteen 
years, she had received only one ‘less than acceptable’ rating — 
in the area ‘evaluates own work’. 

Despite her shortcomings, she never received an evaluation 
indicating ‘needs improvement’ or ‘unsatisfactory’. For four- 
teen years she was rated ‘meets district’s standards’ in all areas. 

For fourteen years he was given a positive evaluation even 
though his performance was marginal. 

School administrators also allude to the prevalence of inflated perform- 
ance ratings when discussing the problems of dealing with incompetent 
teachers. 

This teacher had a history of good evaluations. This is the case 
99 per cent of the time. In 99 per cent of the cases, there is no 
history of unsatisfactory evaluadons when they come to me. 

Most often the data do not support the dismissal of an 
ineffective teacher because the history of evaluation is too good. 

Prior to this, no teacher in ten years had received a ‘needs to 
improve’ evaluation. Principals were extremely reluctant to 
give poor evaluations. 

Until a few year'^ ago, only seven ot 700 teachers received a 
‘needs improvement’ in any area; none of the 700 was ever 
evaluated unsatisfactory. 

This tendency towards inflated performance evaluations is not 
limited to California. Only 0.003 per cent of the 20,000 teachers in 
Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Montgomery County, Maryland, re- 
ceived less than a satisfactory rating in 1983 (Digilio, 1984). In 
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Baltimore 44.6 per cent of the teachers were rated ‘outstanding’ 
compared with 12.5 per cent of the industrial workers employed in the 
city (Digilio, 1984). 



Escape Hatches 

When an incompetent teache/ begins to experience problems which can 
no longer be ignored, administrators may use three types of escape 
hatches to skirt these problems and to shield the teacher from parental 
criticism: (a) transfer within or between schools, (b) placement in a 
‘kennel’, and (c) reassignment to non-teaching positions. 

Transferring the teacher to another school is a favorite escape 
hatch‘d; nearly 70 per cent of the 141 California school districts in our 
statewide survey reported using this practice. The popularity of this 
type of transfer stems in part from the multiple purposes it serves. First 
and foremost, the practice takes the heat off supervisors, and spares the 
district from having to confront the poor performer. Second, transfer 
protects the district against defenses commonly used by the incompe- 
tent teacher in dismissal proceedings, namely, ‘My supervisor and I had 
different philosophies’ or ‘My supervisor had it in for me’. Third, 
transfer is a legitimate w^ay of ensuring that the teacher’s incompetence 
is real and not the result of a faulty judgment by the principal. In school 
circles, administrators refer to this practice of transferring incompetent 
teachers as ‘the turkey trot’ or ‘the dance ot the lemons'. ‘Frequent 
transfer’, as one interviewee observed, ‘is a strong indicator of incom- 
petence’. 

Transfer can also occur w'lthin schools as well. If the incompetent 
performer teaches at the junior or senior high school levels, (s)he may 
be switched from teaching required courses to teaching only elective 
courses. Although the teacher may wind up wnth smaller classes, 
the arrangement enables the school to broaden its curriculum and to 
provide potential complainants with a way of avoiding the weak 
teacher. 

Placement in a ‘kennel where we keep all our dogs’, as one 
administrator termed the practice, offers a second type of escape hatch. 
Tw'o such kennels are the home-teaching staff and the roving substitute 
pool. As a member of the home-teaching staff, the ir 'ompetent teacher 
works on a one-to-one basis w’ith students in their homes, Approx- 
imately 1 1 per cent of the 141 districts in our statewide survey reported 
using this practice. As a member of the roving substitute pool, the 
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incompetent teacher is shifted from one classroom to another on a daily 
basis. Nearly one-fifth of the districts in our survey reported using this 
practice. By using weak teachers as roving substitutes, districts solve 
two sets of problems at once. Since substitutes are in short supply, 
districts can use the rover to fill their daily needs for substitutes. 
Additionally, the district can avoid some of the serious problems 
associated with having a weak teacher in the same classroom day after 
day. 

A third type of escape hatch entails reassignment of the incompe- 
tent teacher to a non-tcaching position. In some cases, the poorly 
performing teacher is assigned to work in the curriculum center, the 
museum, the library, or the central office on a special project (for 
example, develop a drug abuse program, study the potential demand 
for driver education, and oversee the early retirement program). In 
other cases, the incompetent teacher is assigned the duties of a classified 
employee (i.e., a non-professional who is paid an hourly w'age). We 
found instances where teachers w'ere assigned to drive a school bus, to 
W’ork in the warehouse where school supplies were stored, and to serve 
as a member of the building maintenance department. Administrators 
are not always the instigators of such assignments; sometimes the 
teacher who is under fire initiates the request to work as a classified 
employee. 



Minimiil Use of Dismissal 

Dismissal is the harshest sanction which can be imposed on an 
employee and is often regarded as the corporate equivalent of the death 
sentence. In school districts dismissal occurs when the Board of 
Education acts on the recommendation of its management team to 
terminate the employment of a teacher and records this action in its 
official minutes. As a result of this action, the teacher is removed 
involuntarily from the district's payroll and is denied all other benefits, 
rights and privileges of employment. Dismissal stigmatizes the teacher 
and temporarily deprives him or her of the means for earning a living. 

Many central office administrators expressed strong view's about 
the use of dismissal to discipline incompetent teachers. Most adminis- 
trators were extremely reluctant to issue a dismissal notice unless they 
were certain of winning the case if it were contested by the teacher. In 
the w’ords of one Personnel Director, ‘1 will not carry a case to this 
stage (i.e., issue a notice of the intent to dismiss) unless 1 am confident 
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that I can win’. A t'cvv administrators would not even consider dismissal 
as a possibility in dealing with the unsatisfactory teacher. One superin- 
tendent expressed his conviction this way, 

I can’t imagine any circumstances where I would move to 
dismiss a teacher lor incompetency. The law is just so difticult 
that it would not be worth the SI 00, 000 plus in court fees to 
probably lose the case. 

Other administrators objected to dismissal on humanitarian grounds; 
for example, a Personnel Director stated. 

We can’t dismiss a teacher. We never have, and we never will. 

We try to encourage teachers to leave, not to kill them. 

Given the expressed reluctance of administrators to discipline 
incompetent teachers through dismissal, it is hardly surprising to find 
that administrators rarely use this sanction. Over a period ot nearly tw'O 
years (1 September 1982 through the spring of 1984), there were 232 
dismissals for incompetence in the 141 districts that participated in our 
statewide survey. This figure represents less than six-tenths of 1 per 
cent of the teachers who were employed in these districts. Although 
dismissal rarely occurs, its application clearly reflects the Job status ot 
teachers. Temporary teachers, as the reader may recall, can be dismis- 
sed at the expiration ot their contract without cause and without benetit 
of due process. Even though these teachers constitute roughly 7 per 
cent of the California teaching force, they account for nearly 70 per cent 
of the total dismissals (see table 2). Conversely, tenured teachers, the 
ones with the greatest job security, comprise approximately 80 per cent 
of the work force; yet, they account tor only 5.2 per cent ot the total 
reported dismissals. The remaining dismissals (25 per cent) involve 
probationary teachers who possess a more limited set ot protections. 

The statistics in other states paint a similar pieture."’ For example, 
there were only eleven dismissals of tenured teaehers due to incompe- 
tence that were appealed to the Fennsylvama Secretary of Education tor 
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Employrrieht Status 


Percentage of 
Teaching Force 


Number of 
Dismissals 


Percentage of 
Total Dismissals 


Tenured 


80 


12 


52 


Probationarv 


13 


68 


25 0 


Tentporary 


7 


162 


69 8 
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adjudication between 1971 and 1976 (Fiiilayson, 1979). Illinois averaged 
ten cases annually between August 1975 and December 1979 (Thurs- 
ton, 1981). Only one teacher in the state of Florida lost a teaching 
certificate for reason of inconipetency during the 1977-78 school year 
(Dolgin, 1984). There is little doubt that dismissal is sparingly used 
with unsatisfactory teachers, particularly those with tenure, even 
though it is a legal cause for dismissal (Bridges and Groves, 1990). 



The Factors Mitigating the Reluctance to Confront 

Up to this point, we have described the various ways in which 
administrators respond to the incompetent teacher and discussed the 
situational and personal factors that incline them to tolerate and protect 
the incttectivc teacher. There are three factors which may diminish the 
potentially inhibiting effects of job security, the ambiguity in teacher 
evaluation, and the desire of administrators to avoid conflict. These 
three factors are the importance attached to teacher evaluation by the 
district, the emergence of parental complaints, and the presence of 
declining enrollments. While an increased emphasis on teacher evalua- 
tion is likely to overcome the reluctance of administrators to confront 
the poor performers, the impact of parental complaints and declining 
enrollments on this tendency is conditioned by the financial health and 
the size of the district. 



lmpor(a\ue Attailied to l eochcr HvaluiitioH 

The reluctance of administrators to confront the incompetent teacher 
can be overcome if a district adopts a systematic approach to teacher 
evaluation.^' Unfortunately, the vast majority of school districts in 
California, like their counterparts elsewhere in this country, lack such 
an approach to teacher evaluation. In particular, they are missing three 
essential features of an approach that reflects a strong commitment 
to teacher evaluation. First, districts typically fail to provide their 
principals with remedial assistance that can be used in efforts to 
improve the performance of the unsatisfactory teacher. Even when 
assistance is forthcoming, it often is ineffective (Groves, 1985). Second, 
most districts do not provide principals with meaningful feedback, 
incentives, or sanctions in relation to how well they carry out their 
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assessments of classroom teachers {Ibid). Third, districts rarely take 
steps to ensure that principals have the skills and knowledge required to 
evaluate teachers and to take formal action (for example, dismissal) 
against those who fail to improve their performance in the classroom 
{Ibid). Districts which exhibit such shortcomings in their overall 
approach to teacher evaluation reinforce the tolerant and protective 
responses of their administrators to the poor performer. 

Fortunately, there are districts which have adopted policies and/or 
practices that are designed to heighten the administrator’s concern for 
quality performance and to act on this concern. Some emphasize efforts 
to enhance the skills and motivation of principals to carry out their 
responsibilities for teacher evaluation. By way of illustration, one of the 
Personnel Directors described the efforts in his district as follows; 

Several years ago our district hired a Superintendent who was 
determined to get rid of poor teachers. He asked three princi- 
pals to observe a master teacher in the district, and he went with 
them to observe this teacher. Later in a public statf meeting he 
asked each principal to describe what he had observed. The 
principals were embarrassed and started to read up on the 
evaluation of instruction. 

The Superintendent didn’t stop there. He worked one-on-one 
with each principal. The two of them observed master teachers 
and then conferred with the teachers about their performance. 

At weekly management meetings we spent one hour reviewing 
observations. He also reviewed the written evaluations of 
Principals and established the norm of making fun of such 
statements as. Miked by parents and faculty’, 'one of my best 
teachers’, 'great asset to iny school’, and 'a pleasure to have in 
this school’. Such statements without more are meaningless (we 
referred to them earlier as ceremonial congratulations). He 
insisted that principals should be specific and indicate why 
they were making these positive comments. (Author s aside in 
parentheses.) 

With similar goals in mind, another Personnel Director tried a some- 
what less threatening approach. He described it as follows: 

Nine years ago not one ot our teachers was evaluated as 
'unsatisfactory’ in any area or category. As the new Personnel 
Director, 1 recognized that principals lacked the skills and the 
incentives to confront teachers. I instituted a training program 
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linked to the criteria we used to evaluate teachers. Principals 
were taught what to observe in the classroom and to prepare 
written reports as a follow up to the observation. During the 
first year principals met in groups of five to share and to 
criticize one another’s documentation. I wasn’t able to monitor 
these group sessions so they frequently weren't held. The 
following year I set aside one full day a month to deal with 
teacher evaluation issues, including time to consider and review 
documentation. Principals indicated that they didn’t have time 
to spend working with incompetent teachers. 1 urged them to 
adopt the ‘theory of one’ — work closely with one teacher, 
assist, and document; if the teacher failed to improve, move 
towards dismissal. In the first year of implementation, there 
were tw'enty-eight teachers rated in ‘need of improvement'. We 
have reached the point now' where younger principals with 
solid training arc intent on weeding out anyone who is marginal 
or incompetent. This presents some problems as 1 must set aside 
at least S50,000 for each teacher w’ho may be dismissed. Very 
costly. 

Other districts exhibit their concern for teacher quality by adopt- 
ing policies and practices w’hich discourage ‘the turkey trot’ or ‘the 
dance of the lemons’. For example, in one district if a principal grants a 
teacher tenure and the teacher is subsequently found to be incompetent 
w’hcn (s)he transfers, the teacher is returned to the administrator who 
granted him or her tenure. In another district, the Director of Personnel 
monitors the annual student ratings of teachers. If a principal recom- 
mends a poorly rated teacher for transfer, the Personnel Director 
refuses and tells the principal to confront the problem, not to sidestep 
it. 

Still other districts institute a comprehensive approach to teacher 
evaluation. The elements of one such approach are identified in the 
following statement by a Personnel Director whom we interviewed: 

We have developed a personnel assessment manual which is 
used to train principals and to orient new board members. 
Every three to four years we conduct an inservice evaluation 
for our principals. Inevitably this activity boosts the number of 
teachers who arejudged to be unsatisfactory two-fold. We have 
an extensive staff development program that serves the entire 
district and assists teachers who are in difficulty. To further 
overcome the reluctance of site administrators to deal with 
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incompetent teachers, ! personally meet with these teachers on 
the site as a show of support for the principal and as evidence of 
the seriousness of what’s happening. 1 want the teacher to know 
that we mean business. 

Twice a year we prepare a written personnel report for the 
board. This report lists the name ot every unsatisfactory 
teacher, the nature of their building and teaching assignment, 
the nature of the teacher’s difficulties, and the status of the 
teacher — on work plan, been issued or expect to issue a 90~day 
notice, or being considered for a notice ot intent to dismiss. 
Everybody in this district knows we are serious about quality 
and that’s the way we want it. 

Districts like these pay more than lip service to teaching quality; as a 
consequence, their principals confront, rather than tolerate or protect, 
the incompetent teacher. 



C^ornplaints 

The emergence of parental complaints may also stimulate the adminis- 
trator to confront the poor performer. If parents choose to voice their 
complaints, the administrator is apt to take these complaints seriously. 
How seriously depends upon the manner in which they are voiced, the 
officials to whom the complaints are expressed, and the characteristics 
of the complaints and the complainants. 

Assume for the moment that a child comes home and makes the 
following comment to her parents. 

I’m not learning anything m Mr. Irish’s class. He never is 
prepared and spends most of the period trying to get the 
students to pay attention. The class is a total waste of time. 

Faced with this complaint from their daughter, the parents can respond 
in several ways. They can ‘lump’ it, i. e. , suffer in silence and attempt to 
make the best of a bad situation. They can ‘avoid’ the source of their 
complaint by withdrawing their child from the school and sending her 
to a private school. Or, the parents can ‘voice’ their complaint by 
letting the principal know that they are dissatisfied with their daugh- 
ter’s teacher, Mr. Irish. 

Whether these parents choose lumping, avoiding or voicing 
depends to some extent on their socio-economic status (SES). If they 
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are upper-middle or middle-class and can afford a private school, they 
may withdraw their daughter from the public schools and enroll her in 
a private school. If they are middle-class parents who lack the money 
but care deeply about the education their daughter is receiving, they are 
apt to voice their complaint. If these parents belong to the lower 
socio-economic class, they probably will suffer in silence. Administra- 
tors aic aware of these different responses by upper-middle, middle, 
and lower-class parents; this awareness is illustrated by these com- 
ments; 

With the lower S£S group, you can get by with anything. They 
w'on’t complain. 

There are no parent complaints because of the SES of our school 
district (low, Hispanic, transient). 

Our parents (high SES) are really savvy in educational matters 
and usually know what is good instruction. They won't hesitate 
to complain if they don't like something a teacher is doing. 

If these parents choose to voice their complaint, the principal is 
likely to take it seriously. Parental complaints play a significant role in 
how principals respond to incompetent teach<;rs. The force of these 
complaints in overcoming the reluctance of principals to confront the 
poor performers is reflected in these statements by some of the 
administrators whom we interviewed: 

Rarely will principals take drastic steps (initiate the dismissal 
process) unless they get pressure from parents. 

Parental complaints always bring the problem to a head; 
otherw'ise, principals would never do anything. 

Parent complaints are the most powerful force that we have to 
deal with. Without parent complaints, we leave the teacher 
alone. They are going to ride through. 

Two of the administrators sought to explain why parental complaints 
can be so crucial. Their comments reveal the nature of their explana- 
tions and are reproduced below: 

Principals arc apprehensive about moving against a teacher. 
They need a reason to act other than the teacher is incompetent 
because it can be very difficult to prove. 

The management of incompetence is basically a reactionary 
process. Supervisors have ‘thousands of things to do'. With no 
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pressing reason to interrupt their activities, administrators 
simply ignore the incompetent teacher. Complaints provide the 
reason administrators need to go after the guy. 

Even though principals are inclined to take parental complaints 
seriously, their effectiveness in stimulating the principal to take action 
depends to some extent upon their mode of expression. Voicing a 
complaint over the telephone appears to be the least effective. Putting 
the complaint in writing is more effective because written complaints 
reflect the intensity of the feeling about the situation. Moreover, these 
written complaints can be used to build a case ugainst the teacher. These 
complaints typically express dissatislaction with the teacher, offer a 
reason for this dissatisfaction, and request either immediate or future 
relief The following examples illustrate these three features of written 
complaints: 

Dear Principal, 

This is in regards to my son, Jim Jones, going into fifth grade 
next year. 

For his own benefit, I do not w'ant him to have Ms. . . 
Whenever I have gone to her class, it has been in a total uproar, 
and I feel he doesn’t need to be exposed to that kind of 
atmospht *-e. 

Thank you, 

Mrs. Elizabeth Jones 



Dear Principal. 

Bob and I are very concerned about Jerry’s teacher. We both do 
not want Jerry to continue in that class. 

Mr. ... IS a very nice person, but he has no class control. I 
have been in his class a few times, and it was a circus. We don’t 
think Jerry is learning much in a classroom like that. 

We are sure that you will take steps to see that our son is 
transferred. It is a difficult decision to be made, but it has to be 
done. 

Sincerely. 

Mrs. Robert Bradley 
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An even more effective, but seldom used, means of voicing complaints 
is to engage in some kind of coercive action like boycotting the 
teacher s classroom. Parents in one district banded together and refused 
to send their children to school until something was done about the 
incompetent teacher. This forceful action evoked an' administrative 
response when less drastic means failed. 

The effectiveness of complaints in eliciting a forthright response by 
the administrator also depends in part on the following factors: 

1 The volume of complaints — As one administrator put it, ‘An 
isolated complaint does not mean much as even the “best'’ 
teachers receive an occasional complaint’. On the same topic, 
another administrator said. 

You need a lot of external complaints to move on a 
teacher. The administrator is not willing to make tough 
decisions until he has to; that time comes when there 
are complaints. 

2 The destination of the complaint — School districts are hier- 
archical organizations, and the top of the hierarchy seems to be 
more responsive than the bottom. In the words of a principal 
whom we interviewed, 

A complaint that is made in writing to the superinten- 
dent is more likely to receive attention and generate a 
response than a phone call to the assistant principal. 

3 The originator of the complaint — If the complainant has a 
conduit to power (for example, is the President of the School 
Site Council or the friend of a Board member), the complaint is 
likely to be taken seriously. On the other hand, if the com- 
plainant has little or no power or is a chronic complainer, the 
complaint is apt to be ignored. 

4 The persistence of the complainant — Staying power appears 
to pay dividends. In speaking to this point, one of our 
respondents stated, 

If a parent phones to complain about a teacher, the 
administrator's knee-jerk response is to say, ‘Come to 
school where we can discuss it'. Most parents never 
follow through, ^nd the matter ends there. 
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Successful complainants follow up and do not let the matter 
end so easily. 

5 The nature of the complaint — Non-specific complaints are 
likely to be ignored. Such complaints do not contain any 
indication of who was involved and lack information about the 
time, circumstances, and nature of what happened. 

6 The timing of the complaint — Administrators are inclined to 
discount a complaint if it is made early in the school year. At 
this time of year’, one administrator noted, ‘we usually tell the 
parent to give the teacher a chance’. 

D eel ini f i vj Enroll men ts 

Declines in enrollment also exert pressure on school otficials to do 
something about incompetent teachers. If enrollments begin to decline, 
administrators confront the need to lay oit teachers. According to the 
California law prevailing at the time ot this study, these layoffs must 
be on the basis of seniority.^ The seniority principle creates problems 
for administrators because incompetent teachers are much more likely 
to appear among the most senior segment ot the teaching torce than 
among the least senior. The likelihood of this occurrence is not due to 
the age or the experience of the teacher; rather, it is accounted for by the 
selection ratios (i.e., the proportion of applicants who were hired) in 
effect at the time the most experienced and least experienced teachers 
were employed. 

Taylor and Russell’s (1939) work on personnel selection clearly 
demonstrates that an organization’s ability to screen out unsatisfactory 
employees at the selection stage depends in part upon the favorability of 
selection ratios.^ Favorable selection ratios exist during a period of 
labor surplus when an organization hires only 10 to 20 per cent of the 
applicants. Unfavorable selection ratios occur during a period of labor 
shortage when an organization is forced to hire 80 to 90 per cent of the 
applicants. Organizations are less likely to hire individuals who later are 
judged unsatisfactory in a period ot labor surplus than in a period of 
labor shortage."'^ Since the least senior teachers weie hired during a 
period of labor surplus and the most senior teachers were hired during 
an era of teacher shortages — ‘thirty-five applicants for thirty-four 
positions’ as one administrator put it, the odds are that the incidence of 
incompetence is inversely related to seniority. The odds are further 
strengthened by selective attrition; there is some evidence that academi- 
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cally able teachers are more likely to leave teaching than the less able 
(Schlechty and Vance, 1981). 

Therefore, decreasing staff size on the basis of seniority is likely to 
necessitate releasing competent teachers and retaining the incompetent 
teachers. If administrators choose to reduce the size of their staffs 
through layoffs, they may be bombarded by complaints from parents 
who question the wisdom of this practice. When these complaints arise, 
school officials may be forced to adopt a more aggressive approach to 
teacher evaluation. Even if parents do not mount a campaign against 
layoffs on the basis of seniority, administrators may anticipate that 
staff reductions will eventually lead to complaints tfoni parents whose 
children are being taught by incompetent teachers. Wishing to avoid 
these complaints, administrators sometimes tighten the evaluation 
procedures and put pressures on these teachers to improve or to leave 
the district. 

Although complaints and declining enrollments exert a powerful 
influence on school administrators, these two conditions do not 
inevitably result in the death of the inclination to protect the incompe- 
tent teacher. The financial health and the size of the district determine 
whether administrators will confront the teacher or sidestep the issue 
when complaints arise and/or enrollments begin to fall. 



Fiscal Health^ ^ 

If the district has adequate financial resources, administrators may 
evade, rather than confront, the problems created by declining enroll- 
ments and complaints. As long as money is plentiful, administrators 
can afford to retain all teachers and to use a variety of escape hatches to 
avoid parental complaints. Incompetent teachers can be assigned to 
elective courses with small enrollments, to tutor students in their 
homes, to work on special projects in the central office, and to work as 
a classified employee. If a district is strapped for fun'^s, administrators 
lose these options and must confront the incompetent teacher. 

During the 1970s many California school districts were struck 
by a financial squeeze and were forced to confront their incompetent 
teachers. Three far-reaching legal developments (Elmore and 
McLaughlin, 1982) altered the state’s system for financing public 
education and contributed to this fiscal crunch. In August 1971, the 
California Supreme Court ruled that the system was unconstitutional 
because it violated the wealth-free requirement for educational spend- 
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ing and resulted in fiscal inequities (Serrano v. Priest). Although the 
court did not fashion a remedy, it held that the quality of a child’s 
education should not depend on the fortuitous presence of valuable 
residential, commercial, and industrial property in the district where 
(s)he lives. To reduce the disparities in the state’s system for financing 
education, the California legislature passed SB90 the following year. 
This bill set revenue limits on how much money districts could raise 
through the local property tax. It also provided for differential inflation 
adjustments (referred to as the squeeze factor) which slowly moved 
high spending and low spending districts together over time. Finally, 
the passage of Proposition 13 by California voters in 1978 added to the 
financial woes of all school districts. Proposition 13 limited taxes on 
residential, commercial, and business property to 1 per cent ot the 
1975-76 assessed market value. Moreover, it limited tax assessment 
increases to no more than 2 per cent a year. Strapped for funds and 
haunted by the spectre of skyrocketing inflacion, many districts could 
no longer afford to hide the deadw’ood. 



Size 

The size of the district also affects how administrators respond to 
complaints and declining enrollments. Large districts are able to 
cushion the impact of declining enrollments through attrition. The 
teaching staff can be decreased through naturally occurring events — 
deaths, retirements and resignations. Large districts also arc able to use 
betw’cen-school transfer and the roving substitute pool to avoid 
parental complaints. If parents complain vociferously about a particular 
teacher, administrators can transfer the teacher to another school site. 

In trying to find a new home for the incompetent teacher, some 
administrators look for schools where the parents either assume that all 
teachers are competent professionals or simply do not care about the 
quality of education w’hich their children are receiving. Schools which 
are perceived to fit these criteria are ones with high rates of transiency, 
large concentrations of low’ SES students, and/or substantial numbers 
of ‘problem’ students (usually found in a continuation school). If 
schools like these cannot be found, the district may try to effect a 
iemon exchange’. Under this arrangement, two principals, each with a 
poor teacher, agree to swap these teachers. The switch provides 
temporary relief for the principals and the teachers from the com- 
plaints. The roving substitute pool ofTcrs another avenue for avoiding 
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parental complaints. The rover, though incompetent, is unlikely to 
evoke complaints because (s)he is shifted from one classroom and 
school to another on a daily basis. Why bother to complain about a 
situation that is so temporary? Besides, everyone knows that kids are 
inclined to fool around on days when there is a substitute. Through 
these various arrangements, large districts are able to sidestep the 
pressures engendered by declining enrollments and complaints. 

Small districts are unable to escape these pressures and may be 
forced to confront incompetent teachers when complaints surface and 
enrollments start to fall. Administrators in these districts are unable to 
use transfer as a way of avoiding complaints. Attrition is unlikely to 
solve the staffing problems created by declining enrollments. More- 
over, if administrators decide to lay off on the basis of seniority, their 
decisions are more visible and subject to challenge than the layoff 
decisions of administrators in larger districts. The conditions in small 
districts, theretore, are not conducive to tolerating and protecting the 
poor performer. When complaints and declining enrollments strike, 
administrators in these districts are more likely to communicate their 
dissatisfaction to incompetent teachers, attempt to help them improve 
their performance, and to w'eed them out if they fail to improve. 



Summary 

In this section we have discussed the inclination of various organiza- 
tions and protessions, including the schools, to tolerate and to protect 
the poor pertormer. This propensity manifests itself in several ways in 
educational institutions, namely, the use of ceremonial congratulations 
in classroom observation reports, the use of double-talk in written 
evaluations to deaden the sting of criticism, the inflation of perform- 
ance ratings, the use of escape hatches, and the sparing use of dismissal. 
Each of these responses is reinforced by three factors that are prevalent 
across school districts: the job security of teachers, the ambiguity 
inherent in teacher evaluation, and the desire of supervisors to avoid 
unpleasantness in their social encounters. Three additional forces may 
reduce the inhibiting effects of these factors, however. These forces are 
the importance attached by the district to teacher evaluation, the 
emergence of parental complaints, and the presence of declining 
enrollments. While an increased emphasis on teacher evaluation is 
likely to overcome the tendencies of administrators to tolerate and 
protect the poor performer, the impact of parental complaints and 
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declining enrollments is conditioned by the financial health and size of 
the district. If a district is small in size and/or is caught in a financial 
squeeze, administrators are likely to confront the incompetent teacher 
when complaints arise or enrollments fall. On the other hand, if a 
district is large and/or has slack financial resources, administrators may 
respond in a way that protects the poor performer and minimizes 
his/her negative impact on the organization. The major elements of this 
discussion arc depicted in Figure 1. 

f- gjre ? Afimmistrat've responses to the incompetent teacher 
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Notes 



1 Twenty states, including California, permit local school districts to lay off 
teachers when student enrollments decline (Zirkel and Bargerstock, 1980). 
Sixteen of these states regulate the order for layoffs. The vast majority of 
these states, including Califortiia, require districts to lay off teachers in 
order of inverse seniority (Zirkel and Bargerstock, 1980). In those states 
which do not regulate the order of teacher layoffs, local school districts 
still may be constrained by the collective bargaining agreement with 
teachers to use seniority as the basis of layoffs (Zirkel and Bargerstock, 



2 Perez v. Commission on Professional Competence 149 C^il. App. 3d C.'al 
Rptr. (necember 1983). 

3 jentz (1982) has observed that administrators often arc mistaken about how 
well they have communicated negative information to poorly performing 
teachers. My owm experiences with students when they role play a 
supervisory conference with an unsatisfactory teacher is that the teacher 
leaves the conference feeling that everything is okay and there are no 
serious problems. Students are startled to receive this feedback from the 
persons who played the role of the teacher. 

4 This practice is not new’, nor is it unique to California. Fifty years ago Sccjtt 
reported that inefficient teachers were transferred m Chicago anci Newark, 
New Jersey (Scott, 1934). Transfer of incompetent teachers also appeared 
as a common practice m a recent study of Tennessee secondary school 
principals (Fournier, 1984). 

5 The infrequent use of dismissal has also been documented in other states 
and time periods. For example, in 1927 the Chicago Superintendent of 
Schools reported that only ten teachers had been dismissed for any reason 
over a seven-year period (Scott. 1934). From 1926 to 1931 only one teacher 
was dismissed in Newark. New jersey; no teachers were dismissed m 
Trenton, New jersey, during the same time period (Scott, 1934). In a 
recent study of secondary school principals, Fournier (1984) found onlv 
fourteen cases of dismissal for incompetence among the sixtv-eight prin- 
cipals who participated in this survey. These principals averaged more than 
ten years of experience in this administrative position. 



tion, see Wise et ai (1984). Bridges and Groves (1990) and McGreal 
(1983). 



school districts to depart from seniority in determining the order of layoff 
if the district can demonstrate that it has a specific need for a specific course 
and that a particular teacher has special training and experience to teach the 
course [Section 44955(d)], 



the errors to be expected given that one begins with a valid selection 
procedure (Schneider. 1976). We wish to point out that the validity of most 
teacher selection procedures is unknown at this point. 



1980). 



6 For a discussion of various approaches to the problem of teacher evalua- 



7 In 1983 the California State Legislative revised the education code to allow 



8 The wider the range of applicants from which one can choose, the fewer 



9 The negative effects of a teacher shortage also have been noted in England. 
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According to Grace (1^X4), there was a teacher shortage in inncr-city 
schools in the late l%Os and early 1970s. During this period, selective 
mechanisins appear to have weakened. 

1(1 Between 1972 and 1982 California showed the smallest increase in total 
school expenditures (f>4.5 per cent) of any state in the union even though its 
enrollment declines were slightly less than the national average. During 
this ten-year period, per pupil expenditures also inereased less in Calilornia 
than in any ot the titty states. Relative to other states, Calitornia ranked 
above the average in per pupil expenditures in 1972 and below the average 
ten years later. 
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Salvage Attempts 



In the previous chapter, we argued that school administrators are likely 
to confront the incompetent teacher if: (i) the district attaches high 
importance to teacher evaluation; (ii) there are parental complaints; 
and/or (iii) the district faces declining enrollments. Two of these 
conditions, parental complaints and declining enrollments, arc likely to 
evoke a confrontational response only if the district also suffers from a 
financial squeeze and/or is relatively small. When administrators decide 
to confront the poor performer, their actions generally fall into two 
distinct stages: (i) how to salvage the teacher; and (ii) how to get rid of 
the teacher if (s)he fails to improve. The major focus of the discussion 
in this chapter is on stage 1, salvaging the teacher who is judged to be 
‘at risk’ (i.e., a candidate for possible termination). 

The salvage stage represents a period of unmuted criticism, 
defensive reaction, behavioral specification, limited assistance, res- 
trained support, extensive documentation, and little improvement. 
These seven features do not constitute a set of sequential steps and may 
appear throughout the entire salvage stage. Moreover, these features 
are influenced in part by the tolerant treatment of the poor performer in 
the past and by the likelihood of having to terminate the teacher in the 
future. Let us now turn our attention to the dynamics of these salvage 
attempts. 



Unmuted Criticism 

During the salvage stage administrators abandon the practices of the 
earlier period. They no longer sprinkle their Observation reports with 
glowing generalities. They no longer cloak their criticisms in the guise 
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of constructive suggestions. They no longer inflate the evaluations of 
the incompetent teacher. Straight talk replaces double-talk! 

Negative comments begin to creep into the observation reports 
prepared by supervisors. Administrators are now inclined to describe 
what is happening in the teacher's classroom in specific terms and to 
criticize the teacher's performance. By way of illustration, one prin- 
cipal. after making an unannounced visit, filed a written observation 
report cemtaining the following comments: 

Rciidifiii (9.2,^- W. 1 5 } 

This was an unannounced visit to Ms. Kay's reading class. 

The children were asked questions about ‘beautifying' 
buildings and planting window boxes. The teacher told them 
that the story todav was about tulips and asked them to read the 
story silently... After about ten minutes the children were 
asked to close their books. A few questions were asked and then 
they were asked to open their books and find the answers. . . 

This happened three times. . . The next activity was a short 
concept attainment lesson. This took about tw'O minutes. A 
phonics lesson with silent ‘K' in ‘Kn' words w^as presented. . . 

At 9.50 they were asked to open their workbooks. . . At 10.00, 
the supplementary reader was passed out. The story was not 
completed as time ran out. Ms. Kay promised that they w^ould 
complete the story another day. 

Critique 

. . . My feeling was that there was no real continuity in the 
le^^son. Too much time was spent on opening and closing 
books. 

There was uo sequential discussion ot the story or vocabul- 
ary drill. 

The oral reading of ‘Little Red Cap' was not used as an 
opportunity to evaluate the reading. No critiques of the reading 
were made. There w’as evidence that more oral reading experi- 
ences would be beneficial. 



While this particular observation report separates the description 
and evaluation of what is occurring, other reports interweave these two 
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activities but tt'iid to emphasize the deticiencies inherent in the lesson. 
An example ot this practice is the following supervisory report; it is 
based on a brief (10 minute) classroom observation: 

I observed a lesson being conducted in Mrs. Denny’s classroom 
on Thursday 6 January from 1.20 p.m. to 1.30 p.m. The lesson 
was supposed to help the students learn to proofread their own 
work and edit their mistakes. 

Mrs. Denny was using the overhead projector as had been 
suggested to her. However, the transparency was almost 
illegible. We need to work with her on making readable 
transparencies. 

Mrs. Denny had not given the students any ‘hands on’ 
activity, so most ot them were not paying attention. It would 
have been helpful if they had been given a copy of the 
transparency to work on at the same time. 

Mrs. Denny was interacting with three students who were 
seated nearest the board. The rest of the class was not involved. 

Mrs. Denny needs help in involving the students. She has a 
tendency to answer her own questions. 



Unmuted criticism also creeps into the annual evalu.itions of these 
tcMchers. In tact, ratings of ‘needs to improve’ and ‘unsatistactory’ 
predominate, and the most important weaknesses may even be labeled 
as specific incompetencies. By way of illustration, one of the teachers in 
our study who had been rated as outstanding, good, or satisfactory in 
all areas for 27 years began to receive evaluations like the following: 

TFACHtB EVALUATION REPORT 



TEACHER'S NAME 



CLASS OR GRADE 



_ DATE OBSERVED 18. 19jnd24M,v, sCmOOi 

TIME OR PERIOD OBSERVED ' 00 I 30 !0 .lO M i;, 

1 0 ao 1 ! ' 0 

SIZE 26 HME ST’E NT IN ROOM 3 0 4b .iO t 



CHECK ONLY AREAS OBSERVED OR PERTINENT 

1 2 3 

CLASSROOM CONTROL 

PLANNING AND ORGANIZATION 

METHODS AND TECHNIQUES 

KNOWLEDGE OF SUBJECT MATTER ,X 

ROOM ENVIRONMENT X 

ENTHUSIASM FOR TEACHING 

STUDENT RELATIONS 

PERSONAL APPEARANCE X 

VOICE X 
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n - OUTSTANDING) 12 - GOOD) (3 - SATISFACTORY) (4 ■ - NEEDS TO IMPROVE) 

(5 - UNSATISFACTORY) 

1 SITUATION OBSERVED 

1 5 May — Spelling lesson, also language arts 
19 May - Arithmetic lesson, also health 
24 May -- Spelling lesson 

2 STATEMENT OF SPECIFIC COMPETENCIES OR INCOMPETENCIES AND PERSONAL 
QUALITIES OBSERVED 

On all three ot^servations you did not have control of your class, m varying degrees As many 
as Six - eight students were either not paying attention, away from their desks or doing other 
work There was too much talking going on for students to hear and concentrate Your class 
made a slow transition from one subject to another with a resulting low level of at-task 
behavior 

3 SPECIFIC SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT DISCUSSED WITH THE TEACHER 

(DATE) 15 Mar_ch_ (TIME) 

As explained to you previously, you must have everybody’s attention m order to facilitate 
learning This may necessitate various techniques m classroom management and teaching 
which you should be able to draw from your twenty-eight years of teaching experience 

4 OTHER COMMENTS 

Class seemed to be disorganized and displayed lack o^ good ^ee'mg tor each other, a kind of 
low morale and poor class 'iTiaye whiuh reflected itself >n not paying attention to your 
instruction and disregard of your concerns for a quieter and more orderly situation 



Defensive Reactions 

When conrroiitcd with criticisms of their teaching effectiveness, incorn- 
petent teachers often are defensive and antagonistic. The defensiveness 
and antagonism are expressed in several ways. The teachers who are 
under fire may deny the validity of the administrator's criticisms, may 
launch counter attacks, or may acknowledge their difficulties, but 
blame them on factors beyond their control. 

For example, one teacher prepared a vigorous two-page denial of 
her Principal's criticisms. She challenged the accuracy of fifteen critic- 
isms leveled by her Principal and accused him of unprofessional 
conduct. Excerpts from her memo art reproduced below: 

To: Mr. Butterworth 

From: Mrs. Little 

This IS to acknowledge receipt from you of the following 
undated documents. . . The information set forth ... is gener- 
ally false and grossly exaggerated. . . 
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1 A There was never any problem with student/class be- 
havioral control. 

B The quality of my student supervision has always been 
good and continues to be good. 

C As far as staff cooperation is concerned, I had had 
excellent rapport with a continually changing staff and I 
have not observed any problems of morale. 

D I have at all times had effective liaison with other 
agencies that are in contact with my class and further I 
have sought other agencies in order to provide a greater 
activity outlet for my students. All of this has been done 
on my initiative. 

E As to appropriate role modeling, ! am unable to fathom 
just w'hat, if anything, you mean by this ambiguous 
phrase. I do know that I set a good example of proper 
behavior before my students. If that is an inappropriate 
role model, I should like detailed enlightenment of what 
you mean. 

F As to student and staff safety 1 have no idea as to what 
you are talking about. I do know that no student or staff 
member has been injured in my class nor has there been 
any violence which I am sure you will acknowledge is 
unusual for the Blackmon site. 

3 C I am an effective multi-subject teacher and I enjoy being 
a multi-subject teacher and I just can't understand how 
you could reach such an erroneous conclusion as indi- 
cated by your statement. 

In any event, I had to write this letter to protect my professional 
reputation w aich you have unjustly attacked by your said 
notification. I like my profession and it is my career to which I 
am dedicated. For you to make such an unwarranted attack on 
me demonstrates a callous attitude not becoming a professional 
educator. 



Another teacher responded to the unmuted criticisms of her 
Principal by verbally attacking him. In this particular teacher's re- 
sponse, she sought to portray the Principal as being unreasonable, 
unfair, and deceitful. The teacher also tried to discount the PrincipaFs 
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criticisms by raising the issue of taste and philosophical differences. 
Portions of this teacher’s extended response are reprinted below: 

I feel Mr. Gould has been overly critical of my classroom 
control, teaching methods and classroom rapport. . , I am at a 
loss to explain his sudden antipathy to me. I know he himself 
taught in a classroom recently, and I w'ould imagine that he 
would have found children’s attention wandering occasionally. 

We all do our best to help children understand that life isn't 
always a TV game, and that routine lessons are like washing the 
dishes or cutting the lawn — something to be done carefully 
and as quickly as possible. 

If I were not well acquainted with Mr. Gould and know that he 
is of fine moral character, I might suspect that he is picking fault 
with insignificant little things in an effort to build a case to force 
my dismissal. I am putting such a thought out of my mind. 

There is one other thing that bothers me. Mr. Gould carefully 
told the staff at the beginning of the year that he would observe 
us only after having told us that he would. On none of the 
occasions evaluated here was I forew'arned. Perhaps I could 
have suggested a time when something more to his liking was 
going on. . . 

Even when teachers acknowledge that they are having difficulties, 
they may refuse to accept personal responsibility for these problems. 
These teachers may steadfastly maintain that ‘it is the kids' fault; they 
aren’t motivated and don’t care. No one can teach under those 
conditions’. In some respects, the defensive responses of these poor 
teachers arc understandable. Many of them, as we noted in the previous 
chapter, have been receiving satisfactory evaluations and double-talk 
for years. This misleading information, combined with the strong 
tendency of poor performers to attribute their difficulties to external 
causes (Mitchell, Green, and Wood, 1981), is a breeding ground for 
resistance and defensiveness. One interviewee summed up the problem 
as follows: 

It is really tough to establish a non-adversarial relationship with 
the incompetent teacher. As hard as we try, it is difficult, and 
wc succeed only a small part of the time. 
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Behavioral Specification 

Because incompetent teachers are likely to attribute their problems to 
external causes and to have received inaccurate information about their 
classroom performance prior to the salvage stage, they are apt to be 
unreceptive to remedial efforts. Their resistance may be further inten- 
sified by the nature of the salvage attempts. Behavioral directives 
constitute the core of most rescue operations and serve at least two 
major purposes. First, these specifications clarify where improvement 
is needed. Second, they ward off future contentions that the teacher 
never knew how his/her conduct should be improved. Unless admin- 
istrators clarify how improvement will be determined, courts are likely 
to overturn a future dismissal decision on the grounds of insufficient 
notice. For example, a court that recently ruled in favor of the teacher 
stated: 

The warning was . . . totally insufficient. . . The letter merely 
announced very tersely that improvement was needed in the 
areas of (1) relationship with students, (2) enthusiasm in 
teaching, (3) disciplinary policies, and (4) relationship with 
parents. . . Without knowledge of the specifics . . ., a teacher 
who seeks to improve his or her teaching ability may find that 
such efforts result in classroom conduct that in the minds of 
school authorities, is even less competent, less efficient ... In 
short the teacher is caught in a double-bind; the teacher must 
improve ... or risk termination. On the other hand, there is no 
assurance that any particular course of action undertaken by a 
teacher . . . will constitute sufficient improvement in the eyes of 
the board and school authorities. The teacher finds herself 
struggling blindly towards undefined and unknown standards 
of conduct.' 

To assist the teacher and to avoid a reversal of a dismitsal decision 
if one becomes necessary, school administrators spell out the tasks to be 
accomplished by the teacher and the classroom behaviors which should 
be used in achieving these goals. The behavioral specification that 
occurs during the salvage stage is exemplified in the following memo to 
one of the incompetent teachers in our sample: 

Remediation Plan 

1 Make a course syllabus for the entire year identifying the 
major topic areas to be covered (for example, chemistry, 
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animals, plants, etc.) and the weeks and days to be spent on 
each. State clearly what students are expected to learn from 
lessons in a way that will be clear to the student. Turn this in 
by 5 January. Include the number of labs, what each 
individual lab will be, its objectives and the due dates of the 
lab reports. Include on syllabus the reading assignment for 
each unit. Also include the dates of major quizzes and tests 
and the topics to be covered in each, 

2 You will also need to do detailed lesson plans for each day’s 
lesson. These should include the objectives for each day, 
also written out in words that can be presented to the 
students. The learning activities, the specific tasks that 
students will do to learn the material are to be listed, along 
with the approximate time to be spent on each. Write out 
the questions you will ask students. Write out how you will 
check to determine whether the students have in fact learned 
the day's lesson, 

3 l^articipation; (a) reduce the percentage of teacher talk; (b) 
call on more than half of your students individually during 
each class period; (c) be certain that at least two-thirds to 
three-fourths of your students participate during each class 
period, 

4 Target your lessons: (a) tell the students what will be 
covered each class period; (b) tell the students each day what 
they are supposed to learn (the syllabus should help); (c) tell 
the students what they are to have in their notes. 

Write out your explanations and practice on a colleague. 

6 Improve your question-asking skills: (a) write out your 
questions in advance; (b) have colleagues review them for 
clarity, appropriateness, and coverage; (c) show questions to 
the prime evaluator. 

7 Diagnose and adjust: (a) you will have to develop ways to 
check whether the students are actually learning and when 
they are not, you will have to find additional ways to get 
them to learn; (b) give students more hand-outs, more tests 

UD 
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and more quizzes. There are complete unit assigtiment 
slieets which liave been developed by the department. Why 
don’t you use them? 

S CJassroom control: (a) make the rules and consequences for 
not tollowing them clear in advance; (b) speak to those who 
violate them in private first, then in public, 

1 he behavioral specification rellected in this memo is commonplace 
and occurs to some extent because administrators wish to defend 
tiiemselves against future charges of having been too vague about what 
constitutes grounds for improvement. 

One or the major tools which administrators use to guide their 
behavioral specification is the lesson planning model of Madeline 
Hunter (Hunter and Rusself 1977), Since her model figures prominent- 
ly in the behavioral specifications of administrators, as well as in their 
descriptions and evaluations the incompetent teacher’s classroom 
instruction, the major elements of the Hunter model are reproduced 
below in abbreviated form: 

1 Anthipatovy Set 

An anticipatory set is an inunictional activity that is designed to 
focus the students’ attention, to provide brief practice on 
material whjch had been previously mastered, and/or to de- 
velop students interest in the instruction which follows. 

2 77/c Objective lUid Its Purpose 

At this step of the lesson, the teacher communicates what 
students should be able to do when the lesson is completed and 
why that accomplishment is important. 

3 Instructional Input 

The instructional input phase has two components. One relates 
to the knowledge needed by the student to accomplish the 
objective while the other component relates to the means used 
by the teacher in presenting this information to students. 

4 Modelinj^ 

To assist students in attaining the objective, the teacher pro- 
vides examples of acceptable finished products or processes. 

5 Monitoring 

In order to determine whether students ace making satisfactory 
progress, the teacher periodically checks for understanding. By 
eliciting feedback from students, teachers arc able to judge 
whether it is necessary to modify their instruction to promote 
student learning. 
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Once the teacher is reasonably sure that students possess the 
intorniation and the skills needed to accomplish the objective, 
the teacher arranges tor students to pertorm the complete task 
so that remediation ean occur iniiiiediately it it is warranted. 
Oiiring guided practice students pertorm the task under the 
direct supervision ot the teacher. 

7 bidi'pcndent Practice 

As soon as students are able to perform without major errors or 
contusion, the teacher creates activities (usually in the form of 
homework assignments) for them to carry out on their own. 

This step is referred to as independent practice. 

According to Hunter, a teacher should consider all ot these steps when 
planning an instructional session in order to determine whether each 
step is necessary or appropriate for the day's lesson. 

As a way of illustrating how Hunter's work colors the criticism 
and behavioral specification which occur during the salvage stage, we 
have included the following classroom observation report ot a principal 
who has been trained to use Hunter'^ ideas: 

Classroom Observation on 24 October 1983 

This was an unannounced visit to your classroom. 1 arrived just 
as your math class was beginning. 

r \v initial impression was that .although the children knew 
what they were expecfed to do; that is, start a review paper, 
there was no immediate hurry on their part to do so. In fact, 
they chatted with their triends long after you had asked them to 
work quickly and qUictly. The review paper was an appropriate 
level tor review, tew^ children had difticulty. The children that 
participated in the ‘oral correction' of the paper gave correct and 
re. ponsive answers. My only suggestion might be that the 
warm-up might have more of a variety of problems, or if they 
needed to be alike, perhaps fewer problems could give you the 
same information and allow' for more teachhii^ time. (Note; The 
Principal is discussing the anticipatory set and the problems that 
arose during this step. The behavioral specification is related to 
eliminating these problems.) 

The Mnstructional' part of the lesson was at a level far less 
difficult than the warm-up, and took the major part of the math 
period. These problems provided no challenge for your class. 
(Note: The Principal criticizes the teacher tor selecting an 
inappropriate objective.) 
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When asking the children which operational sign they had 
chosen for the problem, you never asked ‘why’ they had chosen 
that sign. Particularly with subtraction children need to explain 
in their own words how and why they make the choice. This is 
a very difficult concept to master. As the teacher you need to 
explain ‘after them’ that they wanted to find the difference. This 
concept needs constant reinforcement. (Note; The Principal 
describes how the teacher handled the monitoring step and 
specifies the actions which the teacher should take to overcome 
the deficiencies he has noted.) 

The homework assignment was related to what you had 
worked on in class, but there was really no need to give that 
assignment; it did not appear that anyone (except perhaps Paul 
Hrown) needed m-depth work on that skill. I did wonder why 
after Paul Brown gave such a totally impossible answer to a 
problem, you had not checked out his mistake. (Note: The 
Principal criticizes the teacher for assigning inappropriate mate- 
rial for independent practice and for failure to perform the 
monitoring function effectively with one of her students.) 



You arc patient with your class and I do believe eager to provide 
them with a happy learning environment. I am concerned that 
your standards for behavior, content, and presentation are too 
low for the students that you have. I want to help you correct 
this. Please ask for help in anyway that would be comfortable 
tor you. Please arrange an appointment to discuss this at your 
earliest convenience. 



Limited Assistance 

Althougn behavioral specification plays a dominant role in salvage 
attempts, it is not the only type of assistance which incompetent 
teachers receive during this stage. Besides a steady diet of advice, the 
poor performer also is offered other opportunities like observing the 
classrooms of outstanding teachers. When the teacher is granted these 
opportunities, administrators rarely take steps to facilitate the transfer 
of learning. Moreover, they seldom tailor the assistance to the causes of 
the teacher s difficulties m the classroom. The haphazard quality of 
these attempts to assist the teacher is due in large part to the lack of a 
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proven technology for remediating the poor performer and to insuf- 
ficient resources. 

Administrators tend to rely on a common set of solutions in their 
efforts to improve the performance of the incompetent teacher. In 
addition to behavioral specification, they provide such teachers with 
opportunities to visit the classes of exceptional teachers, access to 
consultants for a short period of time, and opportunities to attend 
workshops, usually on assertive discipline. If the district has a staff 
development program, the poor performer is encouraged or required 
to participate in programs which are usually based on the work of 
Madeline Hunter. This assistance may be unaccompanied by the 
actions which are necessary to make it eftective. For example, teachers 
who are encoura ,ed to visit the classes of exceptional performers may 
not be prepared tc take full advantage of this opportunity. Incompetent 
teachers require mch preparation as indicated by the most thoughtful 
and perceptive remediacor whom wc interviewed: 

Marginal teachers are unable to transfer learnings from one 
situation to another. When you use exceptional teachers as 
models to demonstrate teaching techniques, you must precede 
these visits by a consideration of ‘here’s what to look for and to 
figure out why it’s happening*. You must also follow these 
classroom visitations w\,.. a discussion that focuses on a particu- 
lar objective. Weak teachers need several exposures to what 
exceptional performances might be, and these models should be 
with similar kinds of students at the same grade level or in the 
same content area. 

In short, merely releasing poor teachers to visit the classrooms of 
strong ones is insufficient. The groundwork must be laid before and 
after the visitations to facilitate the transfer of learning. This seldom 
happens. 

Administrators also may fail to tailor the remediation to the causes 
of the teacher's difficulties. As w'e indicated in the first chapter, the 
teacher's classroom difficulties often stem from personal disorders (for 
example, alcoholism, mental illness) and outside influences (for exam- 
ple, marital and financial difficulties), as well as skill deficiencies or lack 
of motivation. Yet, few districts have the capability of responding to 
the needs of teachers whose difficulties are attributable, at least in part, 
to personal disorders and outside influences. In consequence, teachers 
often do not receive assistance that is targeted to these problems; 
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instead, they receive assistance which is relevant to difticulties caused 
by deficiencies in skill or effort. 

By way of illustration, one of the incompetent teachers in our 
study had been performing satisfactorily in the classroom for fifteen 
years. His troubles in the classroom began when his marriage fell apart. 
His wite divorced him to marry his ‘best’ friend, the person with 
whom he was team teaching. For several years, the teacher walked 
around like a zombie , and his health deteriorated. Oiscipline problems 
escalated, and students' performance on statewide tests dropped below 
school norms. During this period, the teacher was treated as though his 
difficulties in the classroom were due to skill eleficicnces. He was given 
advice on how to handle his classes, sent to assertive discipline 
workshops, encouraged to visit other classes, and provided with 
assistance in preparing lesson plans. Administrators apparently did not 
address the underlying causes of the teacher’s poor performance (i.e.. 
the trauma produced by the break-up of his marriage and the betrayal 
by his best friend), and he eventually was persiiadeci to resign. 

The limited and somewhat haphazard character of efforts to 
remediate the poor performer is due in large part to the lack of a proven 
technology for diagnosing and remediating the incompetent teacher. 
University-based training programs have not prepared administrators 
to identify the causes of poor performance and to target the remediation 
to these causes. Moreover, educational researchers have not attempted 
to build the knowledge base which the administrator needs to deal 
effectively with the unique problems involved in remediating teachers 
who have been labeled unsatisfactory. As a result, administrators art- 
placed in a position where they have to rely on trial and error methods 
and a limited set of solutions to salvage the poor performer. 



Resfrained Support 

Despite the scope of their classroom difficulties, incompetent teachers 
are unlikely to receive much encouragement during the salvage stage. 
Administrators consciously withhold social support at this stage. Their 
response is shaped to a great extent by the possibility of future legal 
action against the teacher. 

Teaching is an extremely complex activity, and incompetent 
teachers often manifest numerous shortcomings in performing this 
complicated task. Under such conditions, it is unrealistic to expect 
major changes overnight. To improve, the teacher may need to learn 
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new sets of skills and to integrate these skills into a long-established 
behavior pattern. Improvement in these cases is likely to occur in 
small increments, rather than in giant steps. If a teacher is to attain a 
satisfactory level of performance, (s)he needs positive reinforcement for 
any behavior that moves closer and closer to the supervisor s expecta- 
tions of good performance (Hersey and Blanchard, 1982). Moreover, 
this reinforcement should immediately follow’ any behavior which is in 
the desired direction. In other words, behavioral specitication, it it is to 
be effective, should be accompanied by positive reinforcement of any 
behavior that approximates the desired pertormance. 

Although the teacher may benefit from positive reinforcement for 
small amounts of progress, administrators upon advice from legal 
counsel are wary of providing such reintorcement during the salvage 
stage. If they positively reinforce the teacher for successive approxima- 
tions to the desired pertormance, they run the risk ot building a case for 
retention as w’ell as for dismissal. The teacher’s defense counsel can 
point to these praisew’orthy comments as evidence of the progress 
w hich the teacher is making in becoming a satistactory performer in the 
classroom. To avoid this potential trap, administrators are inclined to 
withhold laudatory comments regarding improvement unless it is quite 
pronounced. When they do use praise, it is apt to be tor actions which 
are tangential to the teacher’s deficiencies. As an additional safeguard 
against future legal disasters, the Personnel Director or the Attorney tor 
the school district, may actually preview the wTitten communications 
of principals to ensure that they do not contain comments which 
ultimately may undermine the case against the teacher. 



Extensive Documentation 

Perhaps the most conspicuous feature of the salvage stage is the 
extensive documentation which occurs during this period. This feature 
of salvage attempts, like unmuted criticism, behavioral specification, 
and restrained support, is largely influenced by the prospects of future 
dismissal. The more the incompetent teacher is ‘at risk’, the more 
voluminous this documentation is likely to be. In cratting this written 
material, administrators attempt to create a number of impressions 
w'hich they deem essential to an airtight case. 

To illustrate how much documentation can be accumulated during 
this stage, one of our informants characterized a recent salvage opera- 
tion as a ‘three Morgan case’. A ‘Morgan’ is a file box in which lawyers 
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store their legal papers; these ‘Morgans’ were 15^2" long, 10 W' high, 
and 12W' wide. In this instance, each ‘Morgan’ was crammed full of 
written material about what had transpired during the remediation 
period. 

This material included documents like the following; copies of 
parental complaints, reports of classroom observations, statements 
ot deficiencies, plans of assistance (usually in the form of behavioral 
specification), reviews of progress, summaries of problems and actions 
taken, and responses (if any) of the teacher to what is occurring. 
Documentation like this represents a crucial component of a district’s 
case against a teacher if the administration later decides to get rid of the 
incompetent teacher. 

When preparing and assembling this documentation, administra- 
tors are consciously writing for two audiences. One is the incompetent 
teacher and the other is a future adjudicator (for example, a Commis- 
sion on Professional Competence or a court judge). In the mind of the 
administrator, the adjudicator is often the more salient and important 
spectator ot the two. To prepare for a possible review of their 
documentation by an adjudicator, administrators attempt to convey a 
number of impressions through their various documents. As a way of 
providing the reader with a concrete idea of how administrators seek to 
create these impressions, we have reproduced several documents 
relating to one of the incompetent teachers in our study. Following the 
presentation of these documents, we will identify what these impres- 
sions are and will show how the documentation is attempting to foster 
these impressions. The reader should bear in mind that the Principal 
who has prepared these documents possesses an exceptional level of 
expertise. 



Report of 

Classroom Observation 
(December 2) 



The purpose ol my visit to Mr. Staley’s classroom was to get an 
impression about his teaching on a sustained basis. I sat in the 
classroom from 9.00 a.m. until 12.18 p.m. I believe that in this 
length of time I was able to gather some information on the 
totality of teaching performance. 

Mr. Staley’s students appear to be an excellent group of 
pupils. They appear to be bright and eager to learn and are 
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certainly very vociferous and rambunctious. Mr. Staley used a 
soft tone of voice and he was very generous with his praise to 
several students, reminding them of their good behavior of the 
day before, as well as how they should behave this particular 
morning. 

The first thing that struck me within a tew minutes in the 
classroom was the chaos in the classroom. As I mentioned 
before, the children are rambunctious and talkative. It took a 
long time to get them organized and going. L ‘ me point out 
some areas that I think need to be seriously improved. 

1 Time on Task — Throughout the time I was there one ot the 
most serious problems I saw was the loss of instructional 
time. It took a very long time for Mr. Staley to get the 
students settled down and ready to go into the lessons. Even 
when the lesson was started, there was no order. Several 
students were still searching for materials, talking, and 
generally doing pretty much what they pleased. Getting 
ready for the reading lesson took eight minutes; getting 
ready for the math lesson took thirteen minutes; getting 
ready for the spelling lesson took several minutes, though I 
didn’t time that particular instance. 

Soon after the flag salute was done, a g.^up got up and, 
after a lot of visiting along the way, left the room. (I am 
assuming they were going to the lab or to another reading 
group in another room.) It took an inordinately long time 
for this group to leave the room. Most of them stopped 
along the way to talk to their neighbors. One boy in parti- 
cular had to be called back and given a lecture by the teacher 
in the manner in which he should leave the room. This kind 
of activity, again, took a long time which could well have 
been spent on instruction. 

2 Lack of Order — If there is one thing we know about 
education and the teaching/learning process, it is that in 
order for learning to take place there has to be an orderly 
environment. Mr. Staley’s classroom certainly is not an 
orderly environment where learning can be maximized. 
There is a lot of talking by the students, and a lot of dis- 
organization and groping on the part of Mr. Staley. There 
seems to be no sense of order or purpose. During many 
of the lessons children continued their visitations, their 
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grumbling towards the teacher, their doodling, or attending 
to something else. Five girls emptied their desk bins of 
clutter and organized their desks, passing the trash can along 
the floor with loud popping sounds. The noise level is very 
high, not only with the chatter of the students, but with the 
banging ot desk tops which appears to be very frequent and 
unnecessary. 

3 Organization tor Instruction — At the beginning of the day 
it appeared that there were at least tw o groups in reading. 
However, the groups were not seated in such a w'ay as to 
lend to easy dialogue and interaction betw'ecn the teacher 
and students. Groups II and 12 were engaged in tw’o dif- 
ferent types of activities, but students from both groups 
were intermingled so that whatever interaction took place 
betwxen the teacher and the students was dispersed through- 
out the room creating a sense of confusion and thus the 
other group was unable to concentrate on the material. 

By the time the students got their papers and pencils 
ready for the spelling lesson, about 50 per cent of the 
students had to go to the reading lab. The spelling w'as given 
only to about half the class that remained behind. 

4 Seating Arrangement — The seating arrangement seems to 
me to add a great deal to the confusion. Many students' 
desks are joining each other, thus facilitating the visiting and 
chatter that ^ aractenzes the room. In addition, there are 
several students whose seating arrangements appear to be 
real serious problems. There is a student in the back, near 
the closet, who spent at least 90 per cent of his time writing 
on the wall of the closet next to his chair. He used mostly a 
pencil but sometimes a felt pen. At least twice during my 
three hours there the student got up to go to the sink, get 
some wet paper towels and cleaned the wall so that he could 
begin again on his private graffiti area next to him. 

About three feet away, to this student's left, are two 
adjoining desks. Most of the time two girls sit at these desks 
and arc totally oblivious to w'hat is going on in the class- 
room. They were very much engrossed in each other's con- 
versation and one of them had a pocket-type electronic 
game that she played with constantly, pretty much ob- 
livious to the world around her. 

There is one boy in the front who appears to be 
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.u adcniK Mlly ahead of the group and he pretty much worked 
on his own. There was some interaction between him and 
Mr. Staley but not of an instructional nature. The boy, 
more often than not, was listening to his radio with his 
earphones on. Between the spelling lesson and the math 
lesson he stapled some pictures on the bulletin board at the 
back of the room. 

5 CAMitrol of Students — During the time I was there, Mr. 
Staley tried to control the students by issuing ‘warnings’. 
Several times he would say, ‘Right now, everybody is on 
vs arninit'. Several times alsii. he made the statement, E\er\- 
one who is talking about now is on warning’. (This was 
kind of ludicrous because most of the time everybody was 
talking.) During the time I was there, Mr. Staley put the 
names of six students on the chalkboard; of the six, one had 
a ten after his name; one had a twenty; and one had a thirty. 

1 am assuming that, based on our school’s discipline policy, 
this meant that these students had detention totaling the 
number of minutes after their names. Since I did not stay tor 
the end of the day, I wonder whether these students ever 
made up that detention or whether it was just a game. 1 was 
aware that Mr. Staley had a 3 o’clock parent conference on 
that day so, theretore, it would be next to impossible to 
have detention on that day. 

() .Attention to Individual Student Pertorniance During the 
first part of the day students were supposed to have worked 
on their workbooks and tilled in some blanks, it they had 
not yet done that from the previous day. Soon after this 
announcement was made, Mr. Staley announced that they 
were now going to correct the material. He asked students 
to read the statements with the correct answers in them. As 1 
walked around the room to see how students were doing, 
there were several students who had not completed the 
work and who were filling in the blanks as the right answers 
were given. At the end of the correcting period, Mr. Staley 
told the students to write the number they had gotten 
correct at the top ot the page and put a square around the 
number. Students who hlled in the blanks as the answers 
were given, gave themselves full credit even though they 
had not done the work before the grading took place. The 
same was true of the grading of the spelling words alter the 
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spelling words were given to the group that remained in the 
morning after several students left the room to go else- 
where. During the math lesson the students were given a 
long division exercise. Half of the items were single digit 
division problems and half the problems had double digit 
divisors. As I walked around the room I noticed that, by and 
large, the majority of the students could do the single digit 
division problems. However, the majority of the students 
had a very difficult time with the double digit divisor 
problems. I spot checked nine students and asked them to 
show me the operation of the division problems. Seven of 
the nine did not know how to do long division using two 
digits. There were several students that I also spot checked 
who had the correct answers but these students had calcula- 
tors. When I asked these students to show me the operation 
without using their calculators, they were unable to do so. 
There was only one student who seemed to understand all 
the math problems. There might have been others, I did not 
check everyone. 

As I paced through the room and stopped to observe 
students closely on how they were working, I got the 
distinct impression that they were struggling with this 
lesson. (This type of math appeared to me to be rather 
simple for sixth graders this far into the school year which 
concerns me.) In addition, I am not convinced that the 
students know their multiplication tables sufficiently well 
enough to do this kind ot math. There was one student 
whom I asked to work a problem for me, 59 divided into 
3200. He got the correct answer, 54 with a remainder of 14. 
It took him nine minutes of trial and error. 

7 Insufficient Planning — After group 12 (early morning 
reading lesson) was finished with its lesson, Mr. Staley 
asked them to read, ‘The Rare and Wild’. As soon as Mr. 
Staley turned his back to attend to other matters, the 
students closed their books and began visiting and doing 
other things. When I asked some of them why they were not 
reading, they claimed they had already done it and they just 
sat there. 

After the math lesson was over those students, who had 
missed the spelling lesson because they went to the lab 
earlier in the morning, took the test but those students that 
had already taken the test and were finished with the math 
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just sat and waited tor that test to be completed. This created 
a great opportunity for talking and visiting. 

As you can see from reviewing my notes, there is a lot that 
needs to be worked on. Where does one begin? I am recom- 
mending that attention be given to the tollowing areas for now; 

1 Establish a sense of order so that every student is attentive 
and attends to the task of learning. 

2 Groups be separated so that more effective instruction can 

take place. 

3 Planning be done so that activities take place within a certain 
time. Parameters need to be set so that students do not have 
to miss out on lessons when it is time for them to oe at the 
lab or out of the room for some predetermined reason. 

4 Establish a more orderly environment. Every student needs 
to take pride in keeping the room clean, as well as his/her 
own desk and area clean. 

I would like to return in about three weeks (time permitting) to 
see if some of these suggestions have been put into effect. 



Conference Summary 
(January 21) 

As you and 1 discussed at length last Wednesday 19 January 
there were three main concerns expressed when we met the 
week previous with eleven ot your parents. Those concerns 
were as tollows; 

1 Lack of homework 

2 Papers not corrected and/or sent home 

3 Lack of discipline in the classroom. 

As we discussed, you agreed to send a packet of teacher- 
corrected work home every Thursday beginning 20 March 

1983. 

We also discussed math, language and spelling as subject 
areas in which it would be easy to send homework. 1 have 
ordered the masters for American Book Enj^lishf Book 6, as you 
requested. 

Let's plan to meet again on Friday 28 January at 2.30 p.m. 



Edwin M. Bridges 



Summary of Problems 
and Actions 
(March 18 ) 

During the past months 1 have observed your class informally 
and tornially, and expressed the following concerns to you; 

1 The seating arrangement in your classroom seemed to make 
It difficult tor some students to attend to tasks; 

2 The math curriculum area seemed to lack organization to 
ensure that each student was being challenged to their 
••ullest; at times groups or a group of students talked and 
were not paying attention while a lesson was being pre- 
sented; during ‘work time’, after lesson has been presented 
and work assigned, you need to circulate more to ensure 
students have understood the assignment and also to answer 
individual questions. 

To date six parents and one representative of nine parents, 
who met in a home and discussed their concerns, hav’e confer- 
enced with me and stated the following concerns: lack of 
teacher-corrected papers returned home daily/weekly; students 
(second/third) expected to copy assignments into homework 
books and take home; work not challenging to some students 
— too easy math and spelling; teacher vague in parent/teacher 
conference about specific child; no art projects; students allowed 
to finish homework in class while others who had completed 
theirs were to read a book and wait; classroom seemed d;sorga- 
nized and messy; students not paying attention during teacher 
presentation of a lesson; no specific place to turn in homework 
or other assignments; students talking too much in class. 

Most of the parents expressing these concerns have been in 
the classroom at least one time and several have assisted in class 
weekly or several times. 

During our conferences, which have been weekly since 
January, we have agreed on the following solutions to these 
concerns; 

1 The seating arrangement was to be ch.inged so that stu- 
dents were not as widely dispersed with some, therefore, 
having to sit near the entrance of the wing. 

2 Instead of using dittoes ‘related’ to the current math 
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textbook an appropriate math textbook was to be selected 
with the consultation of the writer. A list of each math 
group with the current CAT math score adjacent to each 
student's name was to be submitted to the writer. Specific 
assignments for each group will be shown to the writer 
weekly. 

3 You will present lessons of appropriate time length and 
require students to pay attention. 

4 In order for parents to be aware of their child’s progress, 
you will return students work which has been corrected at 
least weekly. 

0 Instead of having primary students copy homework 
assignments from the board at this time, you will hand out 
printed assignment sheets whenever necessary. 

6 You will use the District Parent/Teacher conference form 
when formally conferencing with parents and will strive to 
be specific when discussing a student's progress or lack ot 
progress with a parent. 

7 Periodically, art projects will be planned and accom- 
plished. 

H Students who do not complete homework or other assign- 
ments will he dealt with in a manner which is fair and just 
to those who completed their work. 

'■) A procedure for the orderly collection and return of 
assignments will be planned and implemented. 

10 You will use the ‘Assertive' Discipline Procedures’ with 
vour class as agreed upon by the district staff. 

In anticipation ot a possible dismissal proceeding, this administra- 
tor is trying to convey a number of impressions through her extensive 
documentation; these impressions are as follows: 

1 ‘I am thorough in my evaluations’. (These judgments are based 
on half-day observations, not 10 minute walk-throughs.) 

2 ‘I am fair and not biased against this teacher’. (She notes the 
teacher’s generous use of praise and presents her criticisms of 
the teacher in a flat, unemotional tone. She gives the teacher 
three w-eeks, maybe more, to put the suggestions into effect; in 
other words, she is not harassing the teacher. She is also 
responsive to the teacher’s requests — ‘I have ordered the 
masters for American Book English, Book 6 as you requested’.) 

3 ‘The teacher is incompetent’. (She identifies numerous de- 
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ficiencies such as ‘loss of instructional time' and ‘lack of order' 
and cites specific instances for each — for example, ‘getting 
ready for the reading lesson took eight minutes; getting ready 
for the math lesson took thirteen minutes'. The Principal notes 
the recurring nature of these problems by referring to them 
again in the 21 January and 18 March memos.) 

4 The teacher's incompetence is not due to an unfavorable 
teaching assignment’. (The Principal refers to the students as 
being an ‘excellent group' who ‘appear to be bright and eager 
to learn'.) 

5 ‘I am trying to help the teacher improve'. (She makes five 
recommendations in the 2 December memo, one in the 21 
January memo and ten in the 18 March memo.) 

6 ‘The solutions which I suggested are reasonable'. (She refers to 
agreement by the teacher with the proposed courses of action in 
the memos dated 21 January and 18 March.) 

7 I am not the only one who believes that the teacher is doing a 
poor job'. (She refers to the comments of parents who have 
been in the teacher's classroom; their concerns are more 
credible since they do not constitute hearsay evidence.) 

If the teacher fails to improve during the salvage attempt and the 
Principal decides to move to the next stage, documentation which has 
been crafted to substantiate impressions like these will play a critical 
role in getting rid of the teacher. 



Little Improvement 

The final feature of salvage attempts is the limited success of these 
rescue efforts. There are no miracle cures for the veteran teacher who is 
deemed ‘at risk'. The incompetent performer is not transformed into a 
tully satisfactory teacher. When success occurs, it is measured in inches, 
not yards. The distance traveled is seldom, if ever, satisfying to the 
supervisor or the remediator. Substantial improvement is more an 
illusion than a reality. 

This rather dismal view of the outcomes of salvage attempts is 
pervasive. It is hardly surprising to hear disappointment being expres- 
sed by administrators who rely on behavioral specification and with- 
hold support during this stage. It is also understandable to hear failure 
reports from administrators whose remedial efforts have been targeted 
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solely to skill deficiencies when the teacher’s difficulties stemmed in 
part from outside influences or personal disorders. However, it is more 
difficult to understand the frustration and the doubts expressed by 
several staff development specialists who described their approach to 
remediation as follows; 

When a principal refers a marginal teacher to our remediation 
staff we hold a meeting with the teacher. At this first meeting 
we make it clear that whatever we discuss is confidential and 
that the staff will never provide a written or oral report of how 
w^ell the teacher is doing. We then jointly set objectives in a 
broad area like discipline with w^ork on related aspects such as 
instructional strategies. 

Following this planning conference, we work with the 
teacher a minimum of two hours, twice a week over a period of 
three months. Wc do a lot of classroom observation. All of our 
visits are announced in advance and last at least one hour. We 
immediately follow the visitation with a one hour conference. 

When we meet with the teacher, we give specific, non- 
evaluative feedback, focus on one objective, and don’t over- 
whelm the teacher with information. During these follow-up 
conferences, we positively reinforce the things they are doing 
well. This makes it possible for the person to say, ‘I’m not 
doing well on x, y, and z’. We raise questions about the events 
which we have recorded during our visit to help them see their 
weaknesses. We also try to stimulate them to acknowledge their 
weaknesses by modeling the behaviors we want to elicit. For 
example, we might say, ‘I tried the same thing; it didn’t work 
out for me. In fact, it was a disaster’. If we make a suggestion, 
we often attribute it to a source other than ourselves and 
encourage the teacher to judge its worth. For example, we 
might say, ‘My aide (or another teacher) taught me this 
technique. It seemed like a good idea. What do you think?’ 

Throughout this entire process, we try to be supportive 
and sincere. We want these teachers to know that we want them 
to be successful and that we will go all out to help them. 

When asked to comment on their own reactions to what they were 
doing to help the incompetent teacher, they disclosed the following 
sentiments: 

It is a frustrating process for the helper. We may save the 
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teacher’s job, but we’re never sure whether it’s best for kids. 

The teacher rarely becomes anything better than low average. 

The amount of time and energy to achieve this is inordinate. 
Observing and being supportive are really exhausting if you are 
making a genuine effort to salvage the teacher. 

Similar sentiments were expressed by a Personnel Director who 
articulated his doubts this way: 

Do we really want to spend a great deal of time and money on 
improving a teacher w'ho wull be at best just one cut above 
mediocre? The veteran teacher is near impossible to make a 
good teacher. 1 really question whether it’s w'orth the grief and 
the aggravation. 

To avoid the frustration and limited success inherent in salvage 
attempts, some administrators simply choose to deemphasize the 
remedial efforts altogether. One of the superintendents who subscribed 
to this point of view described remediation as follows: 

Remediation burns out the staff in trying to make these people 
(poor teachers) better. It sets up a negative situation where the 
remediator becomes the guy with the black hat. We don't really 
emphasize remediation because we don’t want marginally 
competent people in our district. 



Summary 

The salvage stage apparently produces little improvement among the 
veteran teachers who are identified as ‘at risk’.“ Incompetent teachers 
rarely, if ever, are transformed from ugly ducklings into swans. The 
seeds of failure are sown early in the teacher's career. Having been ted 
heavy doses of ceremonial congratulations and double-talk for years, 
the incompetent teacher becomes defensive in the face of unmuted 
criticism and resists the behavioral specification that accompanies this 
criticism. Hampered by the lack of organizational resources and an 
adequate technology for diagnosing and remediating the poor perfor- 
mer, administrators are able to provide the incompetent teacher with 
only limited assistance in overcoming his/her shortcomings. More- 
over, the possibility of future legal action stimulates administrators to 
withhold the kind of support that might facilitate improvement. It also 
prompts them to take actions (for example, extensive documentation. 
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critiasin and behavioral speuiication) which are apt to intensity the 
teacher’s anxiety and defensiveness. Even when the helping process is 
separated from the evaluation process, the results remain virtually the 
s nie. Success, if it occurs, seldom represents dramatic improvement. 



Notes 

1 Pollard V. Bd. of Educ. Reorganized School District, 533 S.W,2d 667 
(W76). 

2 We Wish to underscore that liniucd iniprovemeiit is a feature of salvage 
attempts involving veteran teachers who are deemed ‘^.t risk because of 
incompetent classroom performance. We also waiiC to emphasize that these 
teachers are often the worst ones in the district. It is possible that the 
effectiveness of salvage attempts depends on at least three factors: (i) the 
severity of the incompetence; (li) the point in the teacher s career w'hen the 
incompetence is recognized and treated; and (ni) the nature ot the remedia- 
tion. One district which relied heavily on the training materials and ideas of 
Midchne Hunter to work with beginning teachers reported that this 
program was effective in assisting those teachers who were having difficul- 
ties in the classroom. Another district indicated that a similar program was 
re.'.soiiably effective (in 50 per cent of the cases) in working with unsatisfac- 
tory teachers who had less than ten years of experience. Clearly more 
rescaich s needed to ascertain the effectiveness of various remedia ion 
programs in treating (a) incompetence which stems from different causes 
(for example, skill, effort, or outside influences); (b) incompetence which 
varies in severity; and (c) incompetence whKh is recognized and treated at 
different st.'.ges of a teacher’s career. 
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If the incompetent teacher fails to demonstrate sufficient improvement 
during the salvage stage, the administrator begins to concentrate on 
how to get rid of the teacher. At this juncture the administrator has 
essentially two options: (i) attempt to dismiss the teacher; or (ii) 
attempt to induce the teacher to submit a resignation or to request an 
early retirement. The difference between these two types of termina- 
tions is by no means trivial for the incompetent teacher. Dismissal 
stigmatizes the teacher, while the induced resignation or early retire- 
ment offers the teacher an opportunity to record his or her termination 
as a voluntary exit and, thereby, avoid public humiliation and profes- 
sional stigma. 

Job security exerts a major influence on the nature of the termina- 
tion. If the teacher can be terminated without cause and/or due process, 
(s)he is apt to be dismissed. As indicated earlier, temporary teachers 
possess virtually no job protections. Although they constitute less than 
7 per cent of the teaching force in California, they account for 
approximately 70 per cent of the dismissals between 1 September 1982 
and May 1984.' Contrariwise, tenured teachers are covered by a thick 
layer of legal protections and account for only 5 per cent of the 
dismissals even though they comprise 80 per cent of the work force. 
When tenured teachers are terminated, administrators are far more 
likely to rely on induced exits than on dismissal to achieve the 
involuntary separation. In our statewide survey of 141 school districts, 
respondents reported that 320 teachers had been induced to resign or to 
retire early due to incompetence during the two-year reporting period. 
We estimate that 256 of these teachers possessed tenure^; this figure is 
more than twenty times greater than the twelve formal dismissals 
reported during the same time period. Even so, the proportion of 
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tenured teachers who are being weeded out of the profession on the 
grounds of incompetence is small — less than 1 per cent in two years. 

The next chapter will center on dismissal while this chapter will 
focus on the dynamics of these induced exits. In an effort to illuminate 
this type of departure, we will consider the role of four interrelated 
aspects: (a) pressure, (b) negotiations, (c) unions, and (d) inducements. 
Although our research indicates that each of these features plays an 
important role in the induced exits of incompetent teachers, one parti- 
cular feature appears to be of overriding significance. This feature is 
pressure, and it is the first one that is discussed. 



Pressure 

To induce exits, administrators often apply pressure on the teacher. 
Administrators exert this pressure by taking actions which are designed 
to evoke stress or feelings of discomfort and unpleasantness. This 
pressure may be direct or indirect. Direct pressure creates discomfort 
by confronting the incompetent teacher with his or her inadequacies. 
Indirect pressure, on the other hand, engenders stress by effecting 
changes in the teacher’s working conditions; the administrator who 
exerts this type of pressure does not explicitly communicate dissatisfac- 
tion with the teacher’s performance. 



Indirect Pressure 

Indirect pressure is not commonly used in inducing incompetent 
teachers to leave. However, when indirect pressure is employed, admin- 
istrators are inclined to exert it by transferring teachers to undesirable 
teaching assignments. For example, one superintendent described 
this technique in the following way: 

I had been in the district one year and was in the midst of 
closing a school. I knew that I was going to have to lay off 
teachers and I didn’t want those teachers to be the best ones. So 
1 set out to try to induce some of the older teachers to retire. 
The first thing I did was to talk to every teacher in the district so 
that I could find out what they were about, including what 
positions they liked and didn’t like. I knew that this teacher was 
not extremely fond of elementary school. I decided to move this 
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staff member (a middle school teacher) to an elementary school 
in an effort to get rid of him. This teacher was having problems 
at the beginning ot the year as expected and eventually decided 
to ask for an early retirement. We obliged. 

In another case, a principal raised the possibility of an early retirement 
during a casual conversation, ‘John, this is a good time for you to think 
about early retirement. Here’s an opportunity for you to leave grace- 
fully’. (The teacher knew parents were starting to complain about 
him.) The teacher replied. 

Early retirement doesn’t make any sense at this point. 1 like this 
school and have a lot of friends on the staff. Besides, I wouldn’t 
know what to do at home all day. Work keeps me busy. 

The following year John was transferred to another site within the 
district and was moved from teaching at the high school level to the 
junior high. At that point, he chose early retirement. 



Direct Pressure 

Instances such as these appear to be rare; more typically, administrators 
use direct pressure to induce the departures of incompetent teachers. 
Some of the w’ays in which administrators exert direct pressure in 
ascending order of intensity arc as follows: 

1 Use the power of gentle persuasion 

The administrator meets with the teacher, indicates that (s)he seems to 
be having lots of problems, and broaches the possibility of considering 
another line of work or an early retirement. As one of our interviewees 
told a poor performer, ‘You seem to have lost all interest in your work 
and are simply going through the motions. Why don’t you try another 
profession?’ 

2 Share the probletn and press for action 

This approach is exemplified in the following episode described by a 
middle school principal: 

Sam, ‘we’ have a problem. The parents are flooding me with 
requests to have their children re-assigned to another teacher. 
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Students arc complaining about your discipline and are saying 
that they arei'.’t learning anything in your class. 1 have visited 
your class several times and you spend more than halt of the 
class time on discipline and less than halt of the period on 
instruction. This simply can’t continue. What can ‘we’ do about 
it? 



3 Iticrease the flow ofnegatii'c communications 

Administrators who use this tactic confer frequently with the incompe- 
tent teacher and bombard the poor performer with memos. Through 
I these verbal media, the administrator communicates dissatisfaction 

I with the teacher’s performance and describes the incidents on which the 

criticism is based. The administrator also increases the frequency of 
observations and uses these as occasions for letting the teacher know' 
where (s)he stands. Complaining parents are encouraged to put their 
complaints in writing and arc given assistance in preparing these 
written complaints. These complaints are then transmitted to the 
teacher and placed in the teacher’s personnel file. 

4 I 'sc threat and intimidation 

The incompetent teacher who is having problems, but has never been 
confronted, poses special problems for administrators. In such cases the 
administrator may hold a conference with a teacher and state in a 
forceful manner. 

We are on a collision course. Up to now we have put up with 
your poor performance. No longer. It you don’t improve, we 
will move towards dismissal. 

5 (jii'C an unsatisfactory evaluation 

As mentioned earlier, inflated performance ratings are commonplace in 
school districts. In a climate of widespread graue inflation, an unsatis- 
factory evaluation is a significant event in the lives of teachers and 
administrators alike. The designation signals that the teacher is having 
serious problems in the classroom and does not meet the performance 
standards of the district. Such teachers may refuse to sign their Teacher 
Evaluation Report even when the signature merely acknowledges 
receipt of the document and the teacher is entitled to file a written 
response to the evaluation. 
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6 Place the teacher on formal remediation 

Once the teacher receives an unsatisfactory evaluation, the administra- 
tion is legally obligated to develop a plan of remediation and to spell 
out the areas of improvement. If the district has a collective bargaining 
agreement, it may contain provisions for a Performance Assistance 
Team (PAT). Since these PATs are often composed o.^" teachers and 
administrators, the incompetent teacher is now publicly stigmatized. 
Moreover, (s)he becomes the focal point of attention and is subjected to 
intensive observation and assistance. The features of this remediation 
were discussed earlier under the salvage stage. 

7 Issue a notice of deficiency 

Before a tenured teacher can be dismissed in California, the district 
administration must provide the teacher with a notice of deficiency. 
This notice is a formal legal document which stipulates specific 
deficiencies in the employee’s performance, allows ninety days for 
improvement, and indicates the administration’s intention to recom- 
mend dismissal if the teacher’s performance does not improve. ‘Giving 
a 90-day notice is the hardest thing I have had to do’, said one of our 
respondents who had issued six 90-day notices in the past four years. 
The impact of such notices on the teacher must be devastating. Imagine 
how it would feel to receive a notice like the following; 



90-Day Notice 

Dear Mr. Barns, 

Re: Notice of Incompetency and 

Unprofessional Conduct 

Pursuant to Sections 44664 and 44938 of the Education Code, 
this letter constitutes Notice of Incompetency and Unprofes- 
sional Conduct in your performance of your duties as a 
certificated employee of the District. Specific instances which 
are the basis for this notice are set forth below. 

This letter is not a dismissal notice. If you do not correct 
your unsatisfactory work performance, however, it will be 
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necessary for me to recommend that you be dismissed from 
employment. 

The documents referred to in this letter are attached in 
chronological order. The attached documents include your 
most recent Teacher Evaluation Report, dated 27 May 1982. 
The time period covered by this notice is limited to the 
1979-80, 1980-81 and 1981-82 school years. 

1 In the Teacher’s Request for Assignment which you submit- 
ted in March 1980, you attributed the behavior problems 
that you encountered in the 1979-80 school year to the 
‘oppressiveness’ of the DISTAR reading system. You also 
wrote that sixteen (approximately two-thirds) of your third- 
grade class needed help from the reading specialist, and you 
attributed this to the inefficiency of the reading program. It 
would appear that you have recognized serious deficiences 
both in the classroom behavior of your students and in the 
reading program in your classroom, but that you failed to 
accept any responsibility as the classroom teacher for these 
deficiencies. 

2 Your Principal was informed that approximately in January 
1981, you grabbed one of your girl students and shoved her 
against the wall when she failed to stand in the exact spot 
you wanted for a class photograph. (16 January 1981 
Intra-District Communication from Mr. B.) 

3 Your Principal was informed that approximately in January 
1981, you pulled one of your girl student’s hair to stop her 
from going into your room to get a book after school, with 
the result that the student went to the office crying about 
this incident. (16 January 1981 Intra-District Communica- 
tion from Mr. B.) 

4 The Assistant Superintendent was informed in March 1981 
of the following concerning one of your boy students in the 
1980-81 school year: 

(a) His parents had problems with you beginning in 
September 1980. 

(b) You would keep their son after school 45 minutes at a 
time without calling his mother to let her know where 
her son was. 

(c) The boy’s mother had found it necessary on previous 
occasions to call the Assistant Superintendent when 
you had punished her son. 
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(d) On one occasion, you pinched the boy on his arm 
while the class was going to the lunchroom. 

(e) On another occasion, you grabbed the boy by the 
mouth from behind to shut his mouth when he was 
trying to explain why another student was out of his 
seat. The parent felt that you were unable to control 
yourself. 

(0 The boy’s mother found it necessary to have a confer- 
ence with you, the Principal and her son concerning an 
occasion on which the boy walked out of the classroom 
to go to the Principal’s office. During the conference, 
you interrupted the boy and would not let him speak. 

(g) You gave no homework at all. 

(h) You would telephone the boy’s mother repeatedly to 
let her know 'How bad John was for the week’ until his 
tather began answering the phone and the calls stop- 
ped. The boy’s scout master and soccer coach had no 
behavior problems with the boy (9 March 1981, letter 
from Mrs. L.C.). 

Your Principal was informed in March 1981 of the same 
general complaints as are set forth in paragraph 4, above (see 
10 March 1981 letter from Mrs. L.C.). 

You were notified in writing of the 9 and 10 March 1981 
letters referred to in paragraphs 4 and 5 above and were 
further notified that you were entitled to respond in writing. 
You failed to submit any written response (18 March 1981 
letter from A.L.). 

Your Teacher Evaluation Report for the 1980-81 school 
year by M.P. indicates that your performance was ‘border- 
line as to items la (Effectiveness of Student Control), lib 
(Student Relations), lie (Parent Relations) and Illb (Emo- 
tional Stabihty). The Principal wrote that you have had 
strained relationships with the parents of two students who 
questioned your teaching and handling of pupils. He wrote 
that your relationship with those parents and with a number 
of students suffered (29 April 1981, Teacher Evaluation 
Report by M.P.). 

According to a 15 March 1982 classroom observation by 
your Principal, you were borderline satisfactory in the areas 
of planning and organization, methods and techniques and 
student relations and needed to improve in the area of 
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classroom control. This observation occurred during a 
reading assignment in your fifth-grade class. The Principal 
wrote that you seldom seem to capture the attention of all 
students; that talking and not listening were prevalent; that 
many students seemed unaware of how to study, organize 
thoughts and prepare good answers; and while students 
were working on their assignment, you worked on the 
time-line bulletin board. 

The Principal further wrote that you must have the 
attention and quietness of the whole class or the directions, 
explanations and knowledge will not be understood or 
heard; that your students seem to need more direction and 
guidance from you in completing their assignment; and 
that, of an entire class of thirty students, only seven students 
had completed the assignment ( 1 5 March 1 982 T eacher 
Observation and Documentation Worksheet by M.P.). 

9 Your Principal was informed that on or about 20 April 1982 
vou slapped one of your boy students across the face. In a 
conference with your Principal, you confirmed that you had 
done so. Your Principal reminded you in writing that no 
type of corporal punishment, or physical handling of stu- 
dents IS allowed except where student safety is concerned 
(21 April 1982 Intra-District Communication from M.P.). 

10 The Director of Personnel was informed of the following by 
the parents of a boy student in your fifth grade class in the 
1980-81 school year: 

That you had called the boy ‘stupid' at the beginning 
of the school year; that there was a lack of discipline 
in the classroom; that there was a lack of meaningful 
work assignments; and that the fifth grade school 
year for their son was ‘very unproductive' (16 May 
1982 letter from Mr. and Mrs. M.A.C.). 

11 Your Principal observed your classroom on 18 May, 19 
May and 24 May 1982. This is a fifth grade class with a class 
size ranging between twenty-four and twenty-six. On those 
occasions, he spent 30, 45 and 30 minutes respectively in 
your classroom. 

On 18 May he observed spelling and language art 
lessons; on 19 May he observed arithmetic and health 
lessons; and on 24 May he observed a spelling lesson. He has 
reported as follows: 
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On all three observations, you did not have control 
of your class. As many as six — eight students 
were not paying attention or were away from their 
desks, or were doing other work. There was too 
much talking going on for students to hear and 
concentrate. Your class makes a slow transition 
from one subject to another with a resulting low 
level of at-task behavior. 

The Principal also observed that the class seemed to be 
disorganized, and that the students displayed a lack of good 
feeling for each other, a low morale and a poor class image 
which reflected itself in the students not paying attention to 
your instructions and disregarding your concerns for a 
quieter and more orderly classroom. 

As of the date of this notice, your Principal has received 
letters from eleven parents who request that their children 
not be placed in your class next year. These letters, copies 
of which are attached, are from the following persons; 

(a) L.D. 

(b) J.J. 

(c) J.K. 

(d) L.L. 

(e) O.J. 

(f) S.B. 

(g) Mr. and Mrs. G.R. 

(h) J.R. 

(i) K.B. 

(J) N.P. 

(k) M.A.P. 



The reasons for these requests as set forth in the above 
letters include, but are not limited to the following: 

That there is a lack of strict discipline and firm control 
in your classroom (L. D.); that you do not provide adequate 
guidance and discipline (J.K,); that students in your class 
learn very little (L.L.); that you have no class control and 
that your classroom is a ‘circus’ (O.J.); that your classroom 
is always in turmoil; that your classroom is not a good 
learning atmosphere; and that you have mishandled chil- 
dren (K.B.). 

13 In your Teacher Evaluation Report for the 1981-82 school 
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year, your Principal evaluated you as needing to improve 
in each of the following areas: Ib (Planning and Organiza- 
tion); Ic (Methods and Techniques); If (Student Progress); 
and lie (Parent Relations). 

He evaluated you as unsatisfactory in each of the 
following areas: la (Effectiveness of Student Control); and 
lib (Student Relations). 

In his evaluation, the Principal wrote that your ability 
to control the students has actually steadily declined; that 
you refer more students to the office for disciplinary 
reasons than any other teachers, or combination of teachers 
on the faculty; that you have been counseled to refrain 
from placing your hands on children but continue to 
violate district policy in this respect; that you need to 
improve your relationships with both students and parents 
and that, as of the date of the evaluation, six parents had 
requested that their children not be assigned to your 
classroom for 1982-83 (27 May 1982 Teacher Evaluation 
Report by M.P.). 

The matters set forth above demonstrate incompetency in 
your performance of your duties as a teacher in this district. The 
matters relating to grabbing students, shoving a student, pull- 
ing a student’s hair, keeping a student late without notifying his 
parents, and slapping a student, also constitute unprofessional 
conduct. 

A copy of this notice and the attached documents will be 
filed in your personnel file. You are entitled to review and 
comment upon this notice and to have your own written 
comments attached. Any such written comments should be 
submitted to me on or before 2 July 1982. 

Very truly yours. 
Superintendent 

ABC:sr 

Ends. 

8 Issue a notice of intent to dismiss 

The most intense form of pressure is the issuance of a legal document 
from the Board of Education indicating its intention to dismiss the 
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teacher. This document must be preceded by a 90-day notice of 
deficiency. It contains a statement of specific charges and the reasons 
tor dismissal and notifies the teacher of his or her right to request a 
hearing and to be represented by counsel in this proceeding. In some 
cases, the administration will indicate that a notice has been authorized 
by the Board of Education and vvill be issued in the near future unless 
the teacher can think of other ways (s)he wants the situation handled 
(preferably a resignation or an early retirement). 



The \ced for biteuse Pressure 

The induced exit does not afford an easy avenue for getting rid of 
incompetent teachers; intense pressure is usually required. The pow'er 
of gentle persuasion, i.e., suggesting a resignation or early retirement, 
does not seem to work unless it is accompanied by indirect pressure or a 
form of direct pressure that is of higher intensity. Although early 
retirements apparently are obtained w’ith less pressure than resigna- 
tions, early retirements rarely occur unless the administrator exerts 
pressure on the teacher to improve a performance that is explicitly 
labeled as deficient in one or more respects. If the teacher has not 
reached early retirement age, the administrator generally must issue a 
notice of deficiency before the teacher will submit a resignation. In a 
few cases, the poor performer will not agree to leave until the district 
prepares and issues a notice of its intent to dismiss. The road to induced 
exits is paved with emotional and procedural cobblestones and pro- 
duces a bumpy, taxing ride for administrators and teachers alike. 



Negotiations 

Induced exits typically involve negotiations as well as pressure. All but 
six of the thirty induced exits were preceded by negotiations. The 
purpose of these negotiations was to exchange ideas about the terms of 
the separation and to reach a settlement. In the majority of these cases, 
administrators initiated these negotiations, and the character of these 
sessions was defined largely by the role adopted by the administrator: 
rescuer, counselor, parent, or intimidator. When teachers initiated the 
negotiations, they generally w'ere accompanied by an explicit set of 
demands. The ‘reasonableness' of these demands determined how 
administrators responded to them. 
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Administrator Initiated \^ejiotiations 

Administrators occasionally play the role of rescuer when negotiating 
induced exits. The rescuer presents her/himself as a Good Samaritan 
who will provide the embattled teacher with a way out of a potentially 
disastrous situation. In actuality, the administrator feigns assistance and 
uses a bluff to secure the teacher’s resignation. By way of illustration, 
one Personnel Director described the following incident: 

For years we had been trying to get rid of this teacher. One 
evening my phone rang. It was an irate father who claimed that 
he had found the teacher in bed with his teenage daughter. I 
asked him if he intended to press charges, and he said, ‘No, I 
don’t want the publicity’. I then asked him if he would be 
willing to let me tell the teacher that he (the father) was going to 
press charges but that I might be able to get him (the teacher) oft 
the hook if he would agree to resign. The father went along 
with the idea. I met with the teacher and got his resignation in 
24 hours. 

When negotiating an induced exit, an administrator may also seek 
to minimize, if not eliminate, the adversarial nature of most negotia- 
tions by acting as a counselor. The administrator as counselor is 
sympathetic to the plight of the teacher and attempts to discover and 
meet his or her needs. One of the ways in which administrators play the 
role of counselor is as follows: 

If the teacher is a. or near retirement, I ask my staff to prepare a 
ballpark retirement figure based on the State Teachers’ Retire- 
ment System. I then go over the teacher’s retirement package 
with him and try to find out how much money he needs over 
the short-run (three-five years) and the long-run (six years and 
beyond). I know how much this teacher costs m wages, 
benefits, and absenteeism so I can compare these costs against 
the costs of a replacement. These replacement costs vary 
because we don’t alw^ays replace a veteran with a beginner. The 
difference between the tw'o types of costs (current and replace- 
ment) dictates the leeway I have to fashion a settlement. This 
amount and the teacher’s needs determine what the teacher 
receives. 

Although the teacher may be under pressure to improve his or her 
performance, the counseloi ‘s not the source of the pressure. Moreover, 
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the counselor is making a genuine attempt to discover and fulfill some 
of the incompetent teacher’s needs. 

It the administrator chooses to conduct the negotiations in the role 
of parent, (s)he lays the cards on the table, advises the teacher to take a 
particular course of action, and offers assistance. In effect, the adminis- 
trator says, ‘I know what is best for you and for the organization. Do 
what I tell you and I’ll help. If you don’t, be prepared to suffer the 
consequences’. The parental approach is reflected in this administrator’s 
description of how he negotiated a resignation of an incompetent 
teacher on his staff: 

Five days before the expiration of the 90-day notice, I met 
one-on-one with this teacher and had a heart-to-heart talk. I 
told him that he hadn’t improved and he should pursue another 
line of work. I encouraged him to think about it and talk with 
the Teacher Rep. If he decided to resign, we would provide 
him with time off at full pay to look for another job and the 
assistance of an outplacement counselor. On the other innd, if 
he didn't resign, we meant business and were prepared to move 
toward dismissal. 

The parent prides himself or herself on being fair, ethical, and 
compassionate (i.e., willing to pull back if the teacher is suicidal and 
cannot fare what is happening). 

The adirdnistrator as intimidator negotiates from a position of 
strength but is willing to strike a bargain. The intimidator reveals his 
intentions, buttresses his threats with factual information, and invites 
the teacher to suggest other alternatives. The forcefulness of the 
intimidator is exemplified in the words of this superintendent: 

It a teacher does not improve after a 90-day notice, I meet with 
the attorney and ask him what our chances of winning are. If it’s 
less than 30 per cent, I may delay and obtain more documenta- 
tion. If the chances are more favorable, I meet with the Board 
and ask the members if they want to issue a dismissal notice. To 
be sure they are behind me, I request a formal vote. After the 
dismissal notice is prepared, I phone the teacher and arrange a 
meeting two weeks hence. I indicate the topic of discussion and 
let the teacher sweat it out. At the meeting, I review the 
contents of the dismissal notice, spell out what 1 intend to do, 
and invite the teacher to suggest alternatives by asking, ‘What 
do you want us to do?* If the teacher makes a reasonable 
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suggestion, I indicate that something can probably be worked 
out. 1 a^so advise her not to rush into it because 1 want to avoid 
accusations that I pressured her to resign. At that point, the 
Teacher Rep and the teacher usually request a recess. When the 
Teacher Rep returns, she indicates that the teacher is willing to 
resign if we do (a) (b) and (c). 1 agree if the request is reasonable 
and again urge the teacher to take all the time she needs and to 
be sjre that’s what she wants. When the letter of resignation is 
submitted, the Board rescinds its action. 

The role which is actually adopted by the administrator during 
these negotiations depends in part on two factors: (i) the administrator s 
values and beliefs; and (ii) the strength of the district’s case against the 
teacher. Some administrators express beliefs and values which incline 
them toward the counselor or parent roles in negotiations. For exam- 
ple, one superintendent expressed her philosophy as follows, ‘It is most 
important to know what the employee’s needs are and what the district 
can do to meet these needs’. In a similar vein, a principal commented. 

You need to find out what the -eacher’s goals are and balance 
these against the district’s goals. Options must be explored in a 
non-adversarial situation. You should not rob the person of face 
and human dignity. 

Other administrators seemed to be hard-liners; one of them described 
what it takes to deal with incompetent teachers in the tollowdng terms. 

You need a strong ego and the conviction you are on the right 
track. Expect to be called inhuman, a maniac, and not to be 
trusted. E.xpect teachers to view ‘you’ as the problem, not the 
teacher under fire. It conies with the territory. 

Administrators with expectations and beliefs like these either adopted 
the role of intimidator or refused to negotiate. 

The strength of the district’s case against the incompetent teacher 
may override the administrator’s beliefs and values, however. If the 
case is weak, i.e., there is little documentation’, and the district wants a 
resignation, the administrator is likely to adopt a counselor role. On the 
other hand, if the case is strong, the administrator is more likely to 
adopt the parent or intimidator role. 
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Teacher- 1 fiidated \egotiatiofis 

Teachers, as well as administrators, initiate negotiations although with 
somewhat less irequency. When the teacher initiates the negotiations, 
(s)he is usually under intense pressure, having received either a 90-day 
notice (notice of deficiency or inconipetency) or a notice of intent to 
dismiss. The teacher otten commences the negotiations by indicating a 
willingness to resign or to retire early if the district will meet certain 
demands. If the administration considers the demands to be reasonable, 
it accepts the offer as presented. On the other hand, if the administra- 
tion judges any or all of the demands to be unreasonable, it will 
generally make a counter offer. The tests of reasonableness against 
which a teacher’s demands are compared appear to be as follows: 

1 Does the demand represent a need or a want, an apparent 
necessity or a frivolous desire? 

2 Does the district have the funds to meet the teacher’s demand? 

3 Does the demand represent a legitimate claim (i.e., is it legal for 
the district to do what the teacher is demanding)? 

4 Does the action violate the administrator’s personal sense of 
right and wrong? 

To illustrate how the answers to these questions are reflected in an 
administrator’s response to a teacher who has initiated negotiations 
leading to an early retirement, let us examine the case of one of the 
teachers who was experiencing serious problems in her classroom. 

In late March Ms. Jones submits a letter indicating a willingness 
to retire early it the district will do the following: (a) retain her 
as a consultant for the next five years (teacher will work 
twenty-five days per year at a rate of S5000 annually); (b) relieve 
her of all duties, immediately, including the need to grade the 
papers now in her possession; (c) place her on Industrial 
Accident and Illness leave for the next sixty days at full pay; (d) 
release her at full pay for the three remaining days of the school 
year; (e) pay her Blue Cross health plan until age 70 (now 59); 

(f) pay her dental plan until age 65; (g) remove all evaluations 
from her personnel file; (h) supply a strong recommendation to 
future employers; (i) provide retraining at district expense for 
her to learn word processing and computers; and (j) pay for a 
two-week stay at a health resort and spa in Ojai, California 
(second choices were Baja and St. Helena). 
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The Personnel Director made a counter offer to this proposal and 
agreed to grant the following concessions: (a) provide paid leave — 
either Industrial Accident or sick leave — tor the balance ot the 
semester (a legitimate need because the teacher had been injured by an 
unruly student in her class while school was in session); (b) pay for Blue 
Cross coverage until age 65 unless the teacher accepts full-time 
employment and is covered by a new employer (teacher docs have the 
need for health care which district should meet if teacher remains 
unemployed); (c) drop the current personnel evaluation as it has not 
been completed (illegal to remove previous evaluations); and (d) supply 
letters of recommendation for business, not teaching, positions that 
praise her loyalty, conscientiousness, and cooperative attitude (all 
accurate representations). Needless to say, Ms. Jones did not receive 
her two-week paid vacation nor any ot the other demands which the 
Personnel Director judged to be frivolous desires rather than genuine 
needs. 



Unions 

All of the teachers in our study who were induced to resign or to retire 
early worked in unionized school districts. The vast majority of these 
teachers belonged to the union; however, the/ were rank-and-tile 
members, not union officials. Since unions are often criticized for 
protecting the deadwood, the role played by unions in the induced 
exits of incompetent teachers is of special interest. Are unions staunch 
defenders of the inept? Are they passive bystanders? Or are unions 
silent allies of the administration as it attempts to get rid of incompetent 
teachers via induced resignations or early retirements? 



The Union's Dilvnima 

In responding to the poor performers in the profession, teacher unions 
are impaled on the horns ot a dilemma. On the one hand, unions are 
conscious of their public image and do not want to be viewed as 
protectors of incompetent teachers. Furthermore, many members of 
the union are troubled by the presence of such teachers and believe that 
they should not be tolerated (Johnson, 1984). Finally, the unions have 
limited treasuries which can quickly be depleted by such costly actions 
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as filing grievances, taking them to binding arbitration, and defending 
the deadwood against charges of incompetence. 

On the other hand, teacher unions, like administrators, operate in a 
legal environment that has implications for how they too can respond 
to the shortcomings of teachers. According to several rulings of the 
United States Supreme Court‘d, unions owe their members the duty of 
tair representation. Moreover, any member of the bargaining unit, 
whether (s)he belongs to the union or not, has the right to sue and 
recover punitive damages if the union fails to fulfill its duty of fair 
representation. 

The standards forjudging whether a union has fulfilled this duty 
are ambiguous and incomplete, how'ever (Summers, 1977); and this 
ambiguity may deter unions from cleansing their ranks. On the subject 
of fair representation the Court has simply stated that a union is 
obligated to ‘serve the interests of all members without hostility or 
discrimination toward any, to exercise its discretion with complete 
faith and honesty, and to avoid arbitrary conduct’.’' This ruling docs 
not obligate unions to carry every grievance to arbitration; they can ‘sift 
out grievances that arc trivial or lacking in merit’ (Ihid). Nonetheless, 
unions serving blue-collar workers seem reluctant to screen out such 
grievances and arc taking these cases to arbitration more frequently 
(Rabin, 1977). Leaders ol teacher unions similarly recognize their 
vulnerability to suits for failing to represent the members of their 
bargaining units fairly (Johnson, 1984). These officials may be loath to 
cooperate with administrators in getting rid of incompetent teachers. 



The Ufiiofi 5 Role 

Several administrators spoke of the protective posture of teacher unions 
and the problems w’hich they pose in dealing with poor teachers. One 
administrator complained about the restrictions on teacher evaluation 
which had been negotiated by the union in his district. 

Our union contract makes it difficult to get rid of teachers. The 
evaluator must announce every visit in advance; only those 
visits may be used in the evaluation. The union will file 
grievances if the district tries to fire a teacher. 

Another administrator, cognizant of the union’s plight, characterized 
the union’s role in these terms, ‘The C"TA has to defend the union 
member to the hilt because they can be sued for not faithfully 
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representing their nicinbership . Speuking on the same issue, a third 
administrator stated bitterly. 

In evaluation grievances, the union may support us when the 
door is closed, but they always take the case to the thiio level 
(binding arbitration) whether it is warranted or not. They do 
this even if they know the teacher is terrible. They arc not 
obligated to take the side of every member in every case. 

Such views were in the minority, however. Most administrators 
spoke about the constructive role of unions in inducing incompetent 
teachers to resign. Some of these administrators referred to the union’s 
assistance when discussing the process by which incompetent teachers 
w’ere induced to resign. One of these administrators described the 
union’s role in this process as follows: 

The union’s role is critical in counseling a teacher out, Ot the 5 
per cent that get counseled out, 75 per cent are with the help of 
the union. 

In the same vein, another administrator declared, 

1 have a good relationship with the district rep, and he helps me 
work out programs of resignation for the poor teachers in this 
district. Without him, my job would be tar more difficult. 

Still yet another administrator described the cooperative role ot the 
union as follows: 

CTA has been very helpful in this district at getting a teacher to 
resign. They provide constructive assistance to help him im- 
prove and tell him, *You are going to have to make some 
adjustments in your teaching, or quit. The district will follow 
through (move towards dismissal) it you don’t.’ 

Most administrators, however, revealed the union s supportive role 
when describing how a particular teacher was induced to resign. They 
often referred to the union s role as advising or persuading the teacher 
to quit. Only two administrators specified how the unions carried out 
this role. One administrator indicated that ‘the teacher rep showed the 
teacher the figures and explained how it was in her best interests to 
retire' w'hile the other administrator said that the union ‘advised him 
(the teacher) to resign because the district had too strong a case against 
him’. In the bulk of the cases, the union s approach was not specified. 

Since administrators arc conscious of the assistance that may be 
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provided by the teachers’ union in inducing an incompetent teacher to 
leave the district, they solicit this cooperation in a variety of ways, A 
personnel director made the point forcefully: 'One of my main duties 
is to convince the teacher rep that this teacher docs not belong in the 
classroom and that 1 have the evidence to prove it’. He and others like 
him use documentation ot the teacher’s classroom deficiences to secure 
the union’s assistance. Other administrators seem to concentrate on 
cultivating a cooperative relationship with the union rep by involving 
him or her early in the process. A personnel director who uses this 
approach described it as follows: 

Whenever a teacher starts to have problems, i notify the CTA 
Rep and let him know that I’m not sure at this point how it will 
work out. I invite the Rep to check periodically with me about 
how the situation is progressing and to consider how and if he'd 
like to be of assistance. 

Administrators also invite union otticials to visit the classrooms of 
incompetent teachers. A personnel administrator who acknowledged 
sparing use of this practice described the following episode: 

I talked with the AFT Fresident and told him that Miss *X’ was 
having serious problems. I asked him to observe her. The 
President went for two visits and each time left after twenty 
minutes because he couldn’t endure what was happening. He 
agreed to assist in securing the resignation. 

The union’s role in inducing teachers to resign is not totally 
reactive and limited to assisting administrators. One personnel director 
described the quiet, unheralded efforts of a union official in her district 
to get rid of the deadvvood as follows: 

The local teacher organization has a retirement counselor who 
identifies marginal teachers at or near early retirement age. He 
invites these teachers to meet with him to review their status in 
relation to retirement. He raises the possibility of early retire- 
ment and pursuing other lines of work. He also provides 
assistance. 

We do not know whether this practice is an isolated instance; nor do we 
know if teacher unions arc using other ‘invisible’ practices to police 
their profession. 
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Inducements 

The vast majority of the incompetent teachers (75 per cent) in our study 
who resigned or retired early received inducements in exchange for 
their ‘voluntary’ separations. The indu^'^ ments which a teacher actually 
received depended in large part upon three factors: (i) the presence of 
negotiations; (ii) the characteristics of the teacher (age, health, and 
effort); and (iii) the financial status of the district. Although administra- 
tors apparently attempted to meet some of the separated teachers’ needs 
through various types of inducements, few teachers received settle- 
ments that matched the savings realized by districts when the teac’^ . ^ 
were terminated. 



T ypes of Inducements 



Districts offer a wide array of inducements to poor performers for their 
resignations and early retirements. These inducements may come in the 
form of administrative actions, fringe benefits, cash settlements, future 
employment, and outplacement counseling. Examples of each of these 
five different types of inducements appear in table 3. 

Districts do not offer these inducements with equal frequency, 
hovv^ever (see table 4). According to the statewide survey, the most 
prevalent inducement is medical coverage. Nearly one-half of the 
school districts offer this coverage in exchange for a resignation or an 
early retirement. Our interview' study suggests that the coverage 
expires at age 65; in only one instance did the teacher receive life-time 
coverage. The second most common inducement is employment as a 
non-teaching consultant (36.9 per cent); teachers typically receive S5000 
per vear in this capacity and work for 25 days.^ These consultancies 
never last for more than five years. Cash settlements are in third place 
(27 per cent). The settlements range between S5000 and S15,000. 
Although these cash settlements generally come without restrictions, 
one teacher received S7500 that could be used only to pay for the 
psychiatric treatment w'hich he had been receiving. Districts rarely 
provide inducements to teachers in the form of assistance to pursue 
other careers. Less than 5 per cent of the districts furnish outplacement 
counseling and an even smaller proportion (less than 1 per cent) pay for 
training. 
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Table 3: District inducements to incompetent teachers 



AdminfStrati\/e actions 




Remove negative information from the personnel file 

Provide favorable recommendations for non-teachmg positions 

Support disability claim 

Terminate evaluation process 

Drop charges 

Drop 90-day notice 

Drop most recent formal evaluation 

Extend early retirement deadline 

Announce resignation after school year 




Fringe benefits 




Medical coverage 
Paid leave for part of school year 
Supplement to state pension 
Life insurance 

Additional years of service credit toward retirement 




Cash settlement 




Lump sum payment without restrictions 
Lump sum payment wth restrictions 




Future employment with district 




Consultant 

Substitute teacher 

Classified employee 

Half-time employment as a teacner 




Outplacement counseling 




Professional assistance m preparing resumes, creat ng job search plans, and. or preparing for 


job mtervi' iws 




Table 4 Prevalence of inducements across California school districts (n = 141} 


Inducement 


Percentage of districts 




reporting use 


Medical coverage 


46 0 


Employment as consultant 


36,9 


Cash settlement 


27 0 


Employment as substitute teacher 


21 3 


Paid leave for part of school-year 


199 


Removal of negative information from personnel file 


128 


Favorable recommendations for non-teaching positions 


106 


Supplement to the state pension 


78 


Outplacement counseling 


43 


Life insurance with a cash reserve 


28 


Employment as a 'classified' employee 


2 1 


T raining to pursue another career 


07 



The Inducements and their Determinants 

Whether a teacher receives anything in exchange for a resignation or an 
early retirement depends upon the existence of negotiations. In six of 
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the thirty induced exits, no negotiations preceded the separation. None 
of these six teachers received any type ot inducement other than the 
opportunity to have their departures recorded as resignations or early 
retirements. On the ( .ner hand. tvventy"three of the twenty-four 
teachers who left folio v. mg a period of negotiations received one or 
more of the inducements which were cited in table 3. 

if the teacher receives inducements as the result ot negotiations, his 
or her health status affects the nature of the inducements which (s)he 
obtains. ‘Troubles with the boss' r present a stressful lite event and lead 
to disease and illness (Holmes and Masuda, 1974). Not surprisingly, 
half of the teachers who were under pressure to improve their 
performance suttered trom physical and/or mental problems. All of 
these teachers reached separation agreements that reflected their health 
difficulties. Typically the inducement was in the torm of medical 
coverage. Occasionally, the settlement provided for cash to cover 
medical e.xpenses, paid sick lea\ tor the balance ot the school year, or 
support of the teacher s disability claim. 

The teacher's age also affects what the teacher receives in return for 
his or her departure^ age operates primarily in relation to induced earl'y 
retirements. To understand how age figures in early retirements, one 
needs a brief overview of the California teacher retirement system. A 
teacher with five years ot credited service in the State Teachers 
Retirement System (STRS) may retire with full benefits at age 60. 
Eligibility for early retirement occurs at age 55; however, the retiree s 
retirement allowance is reduced at the rate of 0.5 per cent for each 
month the early retiree is under the age ot 60. For example, a teacher 
who retires on his fifty-ninth birthday (twelve months early) receives 
94 per cent of the normal retirement allowance w’hile a teacher who 
retires on his or her fifty-fifth birthday (sixty months early) receives 70 
per cent. School districts are empowered to retain early retirees under a 
consulting contract; teachers generally receive around S5000 per year 
while employed in this capacity. 

School districts offer three kinds of inducements to incompetent 
teachers to cushion the impact of early retirement. The most common 
practice is to employ the teacher as a paid consultant; the duration of the 
employment is primarily dictated by the age of the teacher in relation to 
normal retirement age (60). For every year under age 60, the teacher 
ordinarily receives a one-year consultancy at the rate of S5000 per year. 
A second way districts soften the financial impact of early retirement is 
to purchase additional years of service credit tor the early retiree to 
enable the teacher to receive the retirement allow’ance of a person at age 
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60. rhc third way districts cut the costs ot early retirement is through 
life insurance plans which enable married teachers to avoid taking a 
reduced pension in order to provide income for a surviving spouse. 

Administrators generally view these inducements as a win-wiu 
situation. The district benefits by getting rid of the incompetent 
teacher, by saving money in salaries and legal fees, and by avoiding the 
unpleasantness and uncertainties of a hearing. The teacher wins by 
retaining much of what (s)he would have received if (s)hc would have 
retired at age 60 and by escaping the humiliation of an incompetency 
hearing. Despite the tairly widespread use of such inducements in 
connection with the early retirements of incompetent teachers, the 
practice is not without its detractors, As one personnel director put it, 

I ni reluctant to use early retirement with incompetent teachers 
because it adversely attects really good teachers. It stigmatizes 
them and robs them ot their dignity. It an incompetent teacher 
requests early retirement, I tell him, 'No, you haven't done a 
good job, and we're not going to reward you by permitting you 
to participate in our early retirement program’. 

This administrator's point of view is rare. 

In addition to health status and age, the effort of the incompetent 
teacher appears to influence the inducements offered in connection with 
a resignation or an early retirement. If the teacher is perceived to have a 
good attitude and to be making an all-out effort, (s)hc is likely to 
receive a larger settlement than a teacher who has a bad attitude and is 
not really trying. In the handful of cases where teachers are unable to 
handle a classroom effectively but are perceived to be highly motivated, 
they seem to obtain relatively favorable settlements."' The extent of 
these settlements depends in part on the economic circumstances of the 
district. A district that is not being squeezed financially is more likely to 
offer expensive inducements than one that is financially strapped. 

Although these various factors (negotiations, district wealth, and 
the teacher s age, health status, and effort) often account for the induce- 
ments received by incompetent teachers, these factors are not the only 
ones. To some extent, each induced exit has a character of its own and 
reflects a creative response to the personal and situational circum- 
stances operating at the time. The following case exemplifies the 
tailoring that occurs in the process of inducing incompetent teachers to 
leave the classroom: 



Mr. Blum, age 52, teaches high school math and industrial arts 
in a small, relatively well-off, upper-middle class suburban 
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coniniunity. He is the only teacher m the math department who 
did not major in math at college. The pertormance ot his 
students on math tests is the lowest in the department. Mr. 

Blum IS a hard worker but is unable to maintain discipline. He 
sets unreasonable rules and spends an excessive amount ot class 
time on trying to enforce these rules. 

Barents are inundating the Principal with requests to have 
their children transferred. The Principal confronts Mr. Blum 
about th parental requests. His first reaction is defensiveness. 

Later he acknowledges that he may be burned out and expresses 
a willingness to consider other alternatives. Over a period of 
several weeks, he explores these possibilities with the Superin- 
tendent. Mr. Blum eventually agrees to enter the early retire- 
ment program three years hence. In the interim period, he 
agrees to serve as a classified employee. He will be employed in 
the building and grounds department as a cratt maintenance 
worker. His salary and benefits will be identical to what he 
would have received as a classroom teacher, including any wage 
increases granted to teachers during this period. However, he 
will work twelve months rather than nine months a year. 

In this example, there are a number of factors which affect the terms of 
the settlement. First, the teacher is age 52; as a consequence, he is not 
eligible for early retirement until three years hence. Second, he has a 
good attitude and is a conscientious employee. Third, his training in 
industrial arts equips him with skills which can be used in the building 
and grounds department. Fourth, he is willing to accept this assign- 
ment and views it as an opportunity to use skills of which he is proud. 
Fifth, the district is not strapped for money and can afford to employ 
him in this capacity. Sixth, the district is experiencing declining 
enrollments and does not need to replace him. Finally, the Superinten- 
dent and Board of Education are anxious to get rid ot the teacher but 
want to avoid controversy. The terms of the settlement are, therefore, 
reasonable from the vantage point of all parties and reflect the personal 
and situaticnal circumstances which exist in the district. 



The Mofietiny I \iltic of Induccmcms 

Even though the inducements contained in most settlements partially 
respond to the incompetent teacher’s needs, the costs associated with 
these inducements rarely equal or approach the savings effected by the 
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teacher’s departure. Seven of the thirty teachers who were induced to 
leave received nothing in exchange for their ‘voluntary' separation. 
One additional teacher received only the promise of good recom- 
mendations for non-teaching positions. The remaining teachers re- 
ceived inducements )fliat cost the district money, but in only two of 
these cases did the settlement equal or exceed the savings realized by the 
district in the following year. Mr. Blum w'as paid what^he would have 
received as a classroom teacher. The other teacher received a settlement 
that exceeded the costs of her replacement. This particular teacher 
received difference pay for one semester (the difference between what 
he would have earned as a teacher and the cost of his substitute), a 
S10,000 lump sum payment, a S7500 award for psychiatric treatment, 
and S4500 per year for four years to work as a consultant. By the end of 
the second year, however, this teacher’s departure no longer cost the 
district money; the district w'as saving approximately S7500 annually. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter wc have discussed the role of pressure, negotiations, 
unions and inducements in influencing incompetent teachers to submit 
a resignation or to request an early retirement. Given the limited 
financial value of the inducements offered by school districts, wc are 
inclined to view inducements as playing only a supportive role in 
securing resignations and early retirements. Pressure, not inducements, 
is cast in the leading role. It convinces the union that the administration 
means business and has the evidence to prove its case.^ Moreover, the 
pressure is a source of intense stress for the incompetent teacher and 
serves as a vivid reminder that dismissal is more than a remote 
possibility. A ‘voluntary’ separation offers welcome relief from the 
stressful situation and allows the teacher to save face (Goffman, 1955) 
by avoiding the stigma of dismissal. Under these circumstances, 
inducements simply tip the scales in favor of resignation by weakening 
the forces which bind the teacher to an unhappy marriage. Negotia- 
tions are the vehicle through which the administrator identifies the 
nature ot these forces and discovers the means for diminishing their 
strength. If the teacher is worried about the eroding effects of inflation 
on his/her retirement income, the administrator can alleviate this fear 
somewhat by providing additional years of credited service tow'ards 
retirement. If the teacher fears unemployment, the administrator can 
reduce the fear by promising to give favorable recommendations. The 
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union assists the administration in closing the deal by counseling and 
persuading the teacher to leave quietly. 



Notes 

1 From a purely technical viewpoint, a school district docs not dismiss 
temporary teachers; rather, it declitics to refiirc them. This latter action is 
functionally equivalent to dismissal. 

2 This estimate is based on two assumptions. First, temporary teachers arc 
dismissed (not rchired) and not given the opportunity to resign. Second, 
since tenured teachers comprise 80 per cent ot the teaching force in 
California, we assumed that at least 8U per cent of the teachers who were 
induced to leave possessed tenure. 

3 Fournier (1984) found in his study of Tennessee secondary school principals 
that they commonly used documentation to remove teachers trom their 
teaching assignments. Coercion was also a common practice. 

4 For example, Charles Bowen v. United States Postal Service etal., 103 S.Ct. 
588 (1983); Vaca v. Sipes, 386 U.S. 171 (1967); and Steele v. Louisville and 
Nashville Ry. Co.. 323 U.S. 192 (1944). 

5 Steele v. Louisville and Nashville Ry. Co., 323 U.S. 192 (1944). 

6 Kutner (1984) in his study of teacher retirement in the state ot Calitorma also 
found that health and income from consultancies affected the decision ot 
teachers to retire early. He assumed that all ot these teachers had resigned 
voluntarily. Our research indicates that some of these retirements are 
involuntary and provides insight into how and why these two factors attect 
the early retirement decision. 

7 The research of Mitchell ef al. (1981) on the poor performer also indicates 
that supervisors are more likely to be lenienc with subordinates when they 
are perceived as trying and putting forth the effort to do the job. 

8 The union owes its members the duty of fair representation. If the union 
becomes a silent ally of the administration without first establishing that the 
teacher is incompetent and is being treated fairly by the administration, the 
union would not in our judgment be fultilling its duty oftair representation. 
We scrutinized each ease in w’hich there was iiiforniation about the union’s 
involvement to see if it had denied the teacher fair representation. In all but 
one of the cases where the union cooperated with the adiiiniistration to 
induce the teacher to leave, there was ample documentation to support the 
charge ol incompetence. In the one case w’hich represented an exception, the 
President ot the union visited the class ot the teacher on tw’o diftereiit 
occasions before agreeing to cooperate. 
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Anatomy of Dismissal 



In the preceding chapter we argued that administrators rarely dismiss 
a teacher for incompetence; they prefer to induce the poor performer 
to resign or to request early retirement. The reluctance of administra- 
tors to dismiss a tenured teacher for incompetence stems from multi- 
ple sources — the ambiguities inherent in teacher evaluation, the 
desires of administrators to avoid conflict and unpleasantness, the staff 
morale problems w^hich are created unless the teacher is uniformly 
disliked by colleagues, and the laws governing dismissal. In this 
chapter the reader will acquire a fine-grained understanding of the 
dismissal process and further insight into why administrators are 
reluctant to use this ultimate sanction. 

Before we explore the nature of a dismissal proceeding and the 
events which follow it, we want to underscore two points. First, w'e 
wish to remind the reader that administrators are inclined to remove 
only those teachers who are in a state of performance collapse. Their 
incompetence is generally multi-faceted and extensive. The teacher is 
unable to plan effectively, to present material clearly, to maintain 
discipline, and to promote the academic growth of pupils. Occas- 
sionally, the incompetence represents egregious failure but is much 
more limited in scope. In such cases, the poor performer is woefully 
deficient in only one facet of teaching, and this deficiency is usually 
discipline. Failure in classroom discipline seemingly is legitimate 
grounds for dismissal even when the students in the teacher’s class are 
making satisfactory progress. The following excerpt from an appellate 
court judge underscores in vivid language the importance of this facet 
of teacher incompetence: 

The essence of the charge against Y was that he was unable to 

maintain an orderly classroom.... It is undisputed that Y’s 
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students met the academic standards appropriate to measure 
the skill with which he imparted information relevant to the 
subjects he covered. We view as no less important than 
academic knowledge the teaching of standards of civilized 
behavior necessary to the functioning of society. Order and 
discipline should never be exalted to the detriment of learning 
or of the concepts basic to a free society, but neither should 
appropriate group behavior be discarded as irrelevant to the 
educational process. A school which produced well-educated 
sociopaths would be as inimical to democracy as one which 
created well-educated robots. 

This teacher’s discipline problems were obvious, persistent, and se- 
rious. They included students fighting, playing soccer in the class- 
room, yelling over the school intercom, wrestling, throwing pencils, 
using vulgar language, screaming at the teacher, and engaging in a 
tug-of-war over some tape. 

Second, the reader should assume that the dismissal decision has 
been preceded by a salvage attempt, a 90-day notice of deficiency, an 
abortive effort to obtain an induced exit, and a notice of intent to 
dismiss. Since these steps have been discussed in earlier chapters, w*e 
w'ill not repeat our descriptions of these administrative responses to 
teacher incompetence (Bridges, 1990). 



The Dismissal Proceeding 

Dismissal proceedings go through a number of phases and may be 
either public or private depending upon the preferences of the teacher. 
The most common phases include: discovery, direct examination, 
cross-examination, closing argument, and deliberation. Let us briefly 
examine each of these phases and consider some of the problems and 
issues which may arise. 

Discouery 

Prior to the hearing, the opposing parties may disclose information 
and evidence which they propose to use in the hearing. This disclosure 
prevents the type of ‘trial by ambush’ that is so familiar to Perry 
Mason fans. Discovery is designed to avoid surprises and to expedite 
the proceedings; it is usually mandated by state statute. During the 
discovery phase, the disctrict administration is generally obligated to 
present the oral and written evidence that will be used against the 
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teacher. The oral segment of the process involves a question and 
answer session conducted by the teacher’s defense counsel. This inter- 
rogation allows the defense counsel to assess the weight of the evi- 
dence against the teacher and to gauge the effectiveness of the admi- 
nistration in presenting the district’s case. The defense counsel also 
obtains all information regarding the dates and times of incidents 
relevant to the charges, the names and addresses of potential wit- 
nesses, and copies of all related documentation. Failure to provide this 
information may be interpreted as a denial of the teacher’s right to due 
process. 

Direct examination 

This is usually the first phase of the actual hearing. During this phase, 
the district administration seeks to establish that a pattern of incompe- 
tent performance exists despite efforts to assist the teacher in over- 
coming these deficiencies. The testimony of the school principal and 
documentation play an important role in this phase; in fact, they often 
represent the most significant element of the district’s presentation. 
During this phase, the teacher’s legal counsel may object to leading 
questions, that is, questions that provide the basis for the desired 
answer within the question. In addition, the teacher’s defense counsel 
may object to answers that are based on hearsay, that attempt to go 
beyond the scope of the question, or that are unrelated to a specific 
charge. 

To reduce the likelihood of being distracted or confused by these 
objections, the administrator must be thoroughly familiar with evid- 
ence and the testimony that need to be presented in support of each 
charge. The administrator is not solely dependent on his memory and 
ability to recall, however; he may refer to notes and documentation 
that wC has prepared in connection with the teacher’s dismissal. 

Cross-examination 

During this phase, the attorney for the teacher seeks to show that 
administrative bias, lack of support, and unfair treatment created 
conditions that made it virtually impossible for the teacher to succeed. 
In attempting to discredit the administration, the attorney will ask 
questions that are designed to establish one or more of the following 
(taken in large part from Evans; n.d.); 

1 The administration created a teaching assignment that pre- 
cluded success. For example, the teacher had too many un- 
ruly students, too many preparations, and a classroom that was 
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locstcd in an area that was tilled with noise and distractions. 

2 Administrators failed to comply with established state laws 
and/or local board policies and related rules and regulations. 
For example, the principal failed to provide the teacher with 
a sufficiently specific statement of dehciencies. 

3 The teacher’s supervisors practiced ‘unequal application of 
the law’. That is to say, the teacher was criticized for acts for 
which other teachers, acting in a similar manner, received no 
such criticism. 

4 Administrators were biased against the teacher. The defense 
counsel will try to establish that philosophical differences, 
not deficiencies in teaching skills, accounted for the teacher s 
difficulties. 

5 The administration was punishing the teacher for exercising 
his right to free speech or to participate actively in the 
teachers’ union. 

6 Administrators did not give adequate support and guidance 
to the teacher. In other words, supervisor shortcomings 
account for the teacher’s poor performance. 

7 The administration ‘harassed’ the teacher through holding an 
excessive number of classroom observations and conferences. 
As a result, the teacher became overanxious and was unable 
to improve. 

8 Administrators were remiss in not explicitly proscribing cer- 
tain behavior for the teacher. For example, the principal 
stated. ‘It would be helpful if . . .’ and ‘1 would appreciate it 
if . . . ’ Such statements, according to the teacher s defense 
counsel, do not let the teacher know that the behavior is 
unacceptable and should be stopped. 

9 The administration cannot prove that alleged written or oral 
communication with the teacher actually occurred. ‘You 
never told me’. 

10 The credibility of administrative testimony is suspect because 
the supervisor lacks subject matter expertise, teaching ex))eri- 
ence at the teacher’s grade level, and experience in supervis- 
ing and evaluating teachers. 

1 1 The administrator’s recollections of specific details are hazy 
and subject to confusion. 

In addition to these specific approaches to cross- 
examination, the counsel for the respondent may 
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attempt to intimidate, rile, or lull the administrator 
into certain reactions, comments, or emotional man- 
ifestations which, in turn, may cause the members of 
the hearing panel to speculate about the involved 
administrator(s) composure, stability, and general 
leadership ability. Such speculation can do nothing 
but damage the district’s case. (Evans, n.d.) 

Closifig argument 

When both sides have presented their evidence, the attorneys for the 
school district and the teacher make their final oral argument to the 
adjudicator. Since the burden of proof rests on the school district, 
the school attorney has the opportunity to speak first and last. After 
the closing arguments have been presented, the adjudicator recesses the 
hearing for the purpose of deliberation. 

Delihenjtion 

During this phase, the adjudicator reviews the evidence to determine 
whether there is cause (in this instance, the cause is incompetence) for 
the proposed dismissal action and whether any of the teacher’s sub- 
stantive and procedural rights have been violated. As we have stated 
on -several occasions, the teacher does not have to prove that he is 
competent; rather, the district must prove that the teacher is incom- 
petent. In judging whether the district has proved that the teacher is 
incompetent, the adjudicator considers the greater weight of all the 
evidence, not the number of witnesses or exhibits. 

The testimony of one witness may be more persuasive than 
that of ten, because opportunity for knowledge, information 
possessed, and manner of testifying determine the weight to be 
given to the testimony. (Phay, 1982) 

After reviewing the evidence presented by both sides, the adjudi- 
cator issues its decision The written decision ordinarily contains 
findings of facts, a determination of the issues, and an order; if one of 
the adjudicators disagrees, the decision may also include a dissent. To 
clarify further these various components of a written decision, let us 
consider a few examples. 

In the judgment of the adjudicator, the district may or may not 
have successfully substantiated its charges against the teacher. The 
findings of fact in the written decision reflect the adjudicator’s judg- 
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ment on these matters. For example, the Commission of Professional 
Competence ruled in No. L-26607 (November 15, 1982) that the Los 
Angeles City Unified School District established 38 of the facts it 
presented in its case; each of these facts is numbered and described in 
the decision. Two such facts are reproduced below: 

XI 

It is true that on or about November 28, 1979, some parents of 
students in Mr R’s class complained to Mrs B. (the principal) 
that Mr R. was spending more time giving ‘courtesy lectures’ 
than he was teaching, and that, consequently, the children 
were being deprived of instruction. In going over her records, 
Mrs B. noted that the greater part of the instructional time in 
Mr R’s Period 6 class had been spent in ‘courtesy lectures’, in 
that there were eight days of ‘courtesy lectures’ and 15 days of 
actual electronics instruction between October 22 and Novem- 
ber 26, 1979. The above situation was communicated to the 
respondent as Mrs B. directed Mr R. to cease giving ‘courtesy 
lectures’ and to resume teaching electronics and to use the 
school resources to improve class discipline. 



XII 

It IS true that on or about December 14, 1979, Mrs B. visited 
Mr R’s Period 5 Advanced Electronics class. She observed that 
he failed to properly prepare for instruction to students, in that 
he did not provide for equipment he believed to be necessary 
for the students. The students were making salt and pepper 
shakers. When Mrs B. asked why the students were engaged 
in an activity inappropriate for an Advanced Electronics class, 

Mr R. stated that he needed some breathing time. The above 
project was not authorized for that period Electronics class, 
and though it was better than delivering ‘courtesy lectures’, it 
was not a substantial curriculum activity. 

"Phe Commission also ruled that the district failed to establish two of 

the facts; one of these follows: 

While it is true that on or about January 25. 1980. Mr B. 
(assistant principal) found two students from Mr R s class 
wandering about the PE field, and Mr R. stated he had sent 
them out of the room for misbehavior; he followed normal 
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procedure, and it was not established that respondent was 
responsible for their failure to return to class. 

Following the finding of facts, the adjudicator ordinarily deter- 
mines the issues, i.e., concludes whether cause for dismissal exists. In 
the case that we have just been discussing, the Commission on Profes- 
sional Competence stated: 

Pursuant to the foregoing findings of fact, the Commission 
makes the following determination of issues: 

Cause for dismissal of respondent exists pursuant to 
Education Code Section 44932 (d) in that he has de- 
monstrated incompetency, by reason of each of Find- 
ings HI through XXXX, and XXXXIII, and all of 
them. 

The final component of the decision ordinarily consists of the 
order or disposition of the case. The order in the above case is 
reproduced below: 

The following order is hereby made: 

The respondent, Mr R., should be and he hereby is 
dismissed as a permanent certificated employee of the 
Los Angeles City Unified School District. 

Since all three members of the Commission on Professional Compe- 
tence concurred in the decision, there was no dissent. If one of the 
members had dissented, he could have included his dissent in the 
decision. 

When a Commission member decides to include a dissenting 
opinion, his dissent may relate to the findings of fact, the determina- 
tion of issues, the order, or all three. Moreover, the dissenter may or 
may not choose to offer reasons for his disagreement with the deci- 
sion. To illustrate how extensive a dissent may be, we have included a 
few excerpts from a five-page, single-spaced dissent; this particular 
dissent offers reasons for objecting to all three components of the 
decision and makes strong statements on behalf of the teacher: 

In regard to Jinding of fact IX on page 9 (alleged lack of academic 
achievement by the respondent's pupils), the respondent's 
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pupil failure rate is not significant or indicative of the respon- 
dent’s professional competence. The respondent’s pupil failure 
rate is reasonable in light of the District-wide pupil failure rate, 
shown by exhibits and testimony to range from 92 per cent 
to 20 per cent (8 per cent to 80 per cent passage rate). Mr M. 
(department chair) testified that the reason for this variation 
was under investigation and unknown. The respondent’s pupil 
failure rate is approximately central to the District range of 
failure rates and therefore the respondent’s performance must 
be considered typical of District teachers of similar 
courses. ... It was not established that the pupil failure rates 
were atypical or related to the respondent’s professional per- 
formance; they were, in fact, remarkably low in view of the 
fact that the respondent was teaching students who had persis- 
tently failed mathematics prior to entry into high school. 



In re^^ard to Determination of Issues III, incompetence has not 
been demonstrated and dissent in regard to the Findings listed 
is offered as proof. Furthermore, the Findings offered by the 
Commission do not prove any significant lack of knowledge 
of subject matter or failure as a mediator of learning and 
therefore would not support a charge of incompetence. 



In regard to the Order, the respondent is an ordinarily competent 
teacher of basic mathematics, and typical of teachers of this 
subject. His education in counseling and psychology and his 
strength as a disciplinarian and counselor suggest that he may, 
in fact, be significantly more able than most since the problem 
of the basic math teacher lies more with discipline and motiva- 
tion than with mediation of learning. It should be recognized 
that the respondent’s pupils have had some eight years of 
(presumably excellent) instruction in mathematics, with little 
or no effect, before coming to him. There is no reason to 
dismiss this man, and the District will not find a better man to 
replace him. 



The dissenter in this case was the Commission member chosen by the 
teacher. 




11 



n 



107 



Edwin M. Bridges 

Dismissal and its Aftermath 

The District Loses 

When school districts attempt to dismiss teachers for incompetence, 
success is by no means a foregone conclusion. As we pointed out in 
Chapter 2, the Commission on Professional Competence overturned 
thirty-eight of the ninety-one dismissal decisions made by local school 
districts during the three-year period 1978-80. The data on success 
rates that we have been able to compile from other sources (Gold and 
others, 1978; Thurston, 1981; and Shafer, 1987) reveal a similar 
pattern. In these three studies the dismissal decisions of local school 
districts were upheld approximately 60 per cent of the time. Their 
decisions were sustained in 130 of 211 cases and overturned in eighty- 
one instances. Inexplicably, the success rates varied dramatically from 
one state to another — 37 per cent in Illinois (Thurston, 1981) to 77 
per cent in Nebraska (Shafer, 1987). 

If an adjudicator reverses a dismissal decision, school officials 
must reinstate the teacher and cope with the aftermath of reinstat- 
ment. When terminated teachers return to their former employers, the 
results arc generally dismal from the district's point of view. Most of 
the teachers who are rated poor at the time of termination are also 
rated poor after reinstatement (Gold and others, 1978). The same 
difficulties that originally led to termination recur in the vast majority 
of cases. Moreover, reversals subsequently produce a bad atmosphere 
between labor and management and additional problems at the bar- 
gaining table. Reversal rarely stimulates contract and procedural 
changes which aim to avoid future problems. These negative results 
coincide with those found in studies of reinstatement in the private 
sector (Jones, 1961; McDermott and Newhams, 1971; and Malinow- 
ski, 1981). 

Faced with these unwelcome prospects, an unswerving commit- 
ment to quality education, or perhaps an intense desire to win or to 
make a point, some districts will continue to pursue the issue. In the 
words of Yogi Berra, the former manager of the New York Yankees, 
‘It ain't over ‘til it's over’. 

The Bayview District (the hypothetical name for the district 
involved in this case) illustrates the Yogiism. In 1978, Bayview was a 
small, crowded school district known for its low test scores, low- 
income families and large numbers of non-English-speaking students. 
Ten years later, test scores are up and discipline problems arc down; it 
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is one of the few districts nationwide to have had three schools 
commended for excellence by the United States Department of 
Education. 

A new superintendent engineered the turnaround. He initiated 
strict accountability, tough discipline, and higher expectations for 
students and staff. Higher expectations for teachers translated into 
numerous teacher dismissals. For his efforts, the superintendent was 
viewed by some as a forceful educational leader and by others as a 
tyrant. Supporters and opponents alike agreed on one thing; the 
superintendent was a determined man. 

Nov/here does his determination reveal itself more than in teacher 
evaluation and his treatment of those teachers who fail to meet the 
district’s high expectations for performance. The following case 
shows his determination and gives meaning to the statement, ‘If at 
first you don’t succeed, try, try again’. After reading the case, there 
understandably will be those who will ask, ‘Is justice being served? 
For whom?’ 

In May, 1982, the superintendent served Mr X with an Accusa- 
tion and Statement of Charges and sought to dismiss him. According 
to the superintendent, dismissal was warranted on three grounds; 
incompetency, evident unfitness for service, and persistent violation 
of regulations. Nearly one year later the Commission on Professional 
Compentence issued its decision. It ruled that there was no tactual 
basis for the accusations of incompetency and unfitness for service but 
determined that the teacher persistently violated the reasonable regula- 
tions of the District’s board of education. These violations took the 
following forms: 

B Too often students received the same study assignment 
even though their proficiencies and skills varied in different 
subje.:t matters. And although there were periodic attempts at 
correcting the same by Mr X, nevertheless there continued 
inadequate individualization of instruction. Rather than group 
the students according to their abilities to learn a particular 
lesson — not always but too many times — all students, regard- 
less of their abilities, received the same assignment. 



C There was a lack of classroom disciplinary control and 
therefore a lack of learning environment in respondent’s classes 
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— as evidenced by students wandering about the room, play- 
ing, joking, copying the lesson assignments of others; by 
sometimes loud talking and at other times a constant under- 
tone of talking and chatting; — plus a lack of attentiveness by 
the students to Mr X. Respondent was, at times, unmindful of 
these events occurring in the classroom. Further, the disciplin- 
ary techniques suggested to the respondent by the District to 
control such situations were not always used and when used 
were not always used effectively. 



D And, too often too many students were not ‘on task’; that 
is, the students were not performing the lesson then currently 
assigned. While it is to be expected, especially in the primary 
grades, that not all students will be on task at all times, 
nevertheless such a failure was unusually prevalent and per- 
sistent in respondent’s classroom. Such a deficiency was not 
prevalent, however, during spli. reading classes or small- 
group instruction. 



E Then too, there were several classroom observations in 
which it was noted that respondent’s instructions to the chil- 
dren were not clear. This caused these students either not to 
undertake the assignment or to consult among themselves as 
to that which was being required of them. 



F Despite repeated and specific instructions to do so, respon- 
dent on several occasions failed to submit his classroom lesson 
plans to the principal and to timely communicate with the 
principal concerning such plans. 



H There was no evidence of respondent’s willful refusal to 
correct the above deficiencies. 



The inadequacies of respondent’s performance, as 
documented in the immediate preceding finding, were well 
documented through classroom observations made by the 
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principal, but also made by other staff as well ... So also, 
during this time, these and other deficiencies were brought to 
respondent’s attention with regularity through specific and 
summary written evaluations, personal conferences and other 
modes of possible assistance. 

Although the Commission found that these deficiencies existed, it 
ruled by a 2 to 1 vote that the Accusation and Statement of Charges, 
not the teacher, should be dismissed. 

The superintendent and the district decided to pursue the issue. 
They appealed the decision in the Superior Court of California but 
lost again. Shortly thereafter, the district took its case against Mr X to 
a third arena — the state committee that oversees teacher credentials. 
After reviewing the case, the committee refused to consider it. While 
awaiting the decision of this committee, the district issued another 
90-day notice of deficiency to Mr X, a notice that could lead to a new 
attempt to fire him. 

After winning three legal battles against the district, spending 
most of the year on sick leave due to stress, and facing another 
possible effort to dismiss him, Mr X agreed to accept $20,800 in 
return for his resignation. According to Mr X’s attorney. 

It became very clear some time ago that the district was not 
going to turn around. I think he just got to the end of his rope. 

It can really take it out of you, any kind of litigation, but 
especially when it’s involved with your life’s work. I think the 
hardest part of this for Mr X was he loves teaching and he 
loves those kids. 



The District Wins 

If the adjudicator orders the dismissal of the teacher, the joy and 
jubilation of district officials may be short-lived. The dismissed 
teacher, like the district, has the legal right to contest the decision. 
Yogi Berra’s immortal words are worth repeating, ‘It ain’t over ’til it’s 
over’. 

To understand once again the aptness of Yogi’s famous line, let 
us review the case of Mr Y who was dismissed for incompetence in 
1982. For nearly a decade he has battled in the courts to be reinstated 
to his former position. He has taken his case to the State Supreme 
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Court on three different occasions and to the United States Supreme 
Court twice. Each time he bases his claim on a different legal theory. 
These legal theories fall into three major categories: wrongful dis- 
charge, deprivation of constitutional rights, and discrimination. He 
wants his job back, damages for emotional distress, and lost wages for 
the period that he has been out of work. The chronology of events 
surrounding his dismissal is reproduced below. These events speak for 
themselves. 



Chronology ol events 

January, 1982: 

Superintendent notifies Y of specified acts of incompetency; 
appends two previous formal evaluations and a copy of letter 
dated April, 1981 notifying him of specified acts of incom- 
petency. 

June, 1982: 

Superintendent files notice of accusation and alleges cause 
for dismissal because of Y’s failure to maintain a suitable 
learning environment in his junior high school classroom. 
Teacher requests a hearing before the Commission on Profes- 
sional Competence. 

November, 1982: 

Commission on Professional Competence issues a two-to- 
one decision concluding that Y is incompetent to teach and 
orders his dismissal. Commission also finds Y guilty of two 
instances of false testimony. 

December, 1982: 

Y seeks review of his dismissal in the Superior Court of the 
State on the grounds that his dismissal violated due process of 
law. 

June, 1983: 

Superior Court, in an independent review, finds that (1) 
cause for dismissal had been established; (2) each of the notices 
and evaluations complied with statutory requirements; and (3) 
Y’s alteration of his testimony before the Commission on 
Professional Competence constituted unclean hands. 

November, 1984: 

Y seeks damages ($100,000 each from members of Board of 
Education and three school administrators) in the Superior 



1 

-L 



o 




112 



Anatomy of Dismissal 



Court for breach of contract and conspiracy to defraud. [Re- 
ferred to hereafter as the Common Law action.] 

March, 1985: 

Y seeks damages and relief for violations of his civil and 
constitutional rights under 42 USC 1983; for violations of his 
federal and state constitutional guarantees of free speech, due 
process, and equal protection; and for violations of the State 
Fair Employment Practices Act. [Referred to hereafter as the 
Civil Rights action.] Filed in State Superior Court. 

June, 1985: 

The State Court of Appeals upholds the June, 1983, judg- 
ment of the Superior Court. Applies the substantial evidence 
standard of review and concludes that there was sufficient 
evidence to support the Superior Court’s decision that ‘in the 
aggregate, the events and facts constitute cause for the dismis- 
sal of Y’. 

July, 1985: 

The State Court of Appeals denies Y’s petition for rehearing 
the June, 1985 decision. 

August 1, 1985: 

Y appeals to State Supreme Court. 

August, 1985: 

State Supreme Court denies Y’s request for a hearing on the 
July, 1985 ruling of the state Court of Appeals. 

September, 1985: 

Y files demur in Superior Court on Civil Rights action. 
September, 1985: 

Y amends November, 1984 Common Law action. Seeks 
damages for Wrongful Discharge, Conspiracy to Defraud, In- 
tentional Infliction of Emotional Distress, and Negligent Inflic- 
tion of Emotional Distress. 

November, 1985: 

Y takes his claim to the United States District Court. He 
alleges that the school district violated his rights under the 
fourteenth amendment of the United States Constitution and 
42 USC. Sections 1981 and 1983 by terminating his employ- 
ment on account of his ethnic origin. Y requests compensatory 
damages for lost wages and mental distress as well as punitive 
damages. 

November, 1985: 

Y seeks a writ of certiorari from the United States Supreme 
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Court to review the decision of the State Court of Appeals 
(June, 1985 judgment) on the grounds that his dismissal 
violated the due process clause of the fourteenth amendment to 
the United States Constitution. 

January, 1986: 

US Supreme Court denies the writ of certiorari requested by 
Y in November, 1985. 

January, 1987: 

US Federal District Court rules that Y's action (dated 
November, 1985) was barred by his prior unsuccessful litiga- 
tion against the school district in the state court. 

December, 1987: 

Y consolidates the Common Law action and the Civil 
Rights action brought to the State Superior Court in Novem- 
ber, 1984, and March, 1985. 

February, 1988: 

The Federal Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit affirms 
the Federal District Court's January, 1987 finding. 

June, 1988: 

The US Supreme Court denies Y’s writ of certiorari in the 
matter decided by the Federal Court of Appeals on February, 
1988. 

March, 1989: 

State Superior Court dismisses the Common Law and Civil 
Rights actions. 

May, 1989: 

Y appeals the March, 1989 ruling of the State Superior 
Court to the State Court of Appeals. 

July, 1990: 

State Appeals Court affirms March, 1989 judgment of 
Superior Court. 

August, 1990: 

Y petitions Appeals Court for rehearing. 

August, 1990: 

Appeals Court denies request for rehearing. 

August, 1990: 

Petitions Stale Supreme Court to review July and August 
1990, decisions of Appeals Court; decision pending. 

Despite these numerous court appearances and legal reversals, Mr 
Y continues his quest for reinstatement. His deep sense of being 
wronged is reflected in the following letter (dated June, 1990) to me: 
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Dear Dr. Bridges; 

It has been reported that I am the only tenured teacher in the 
entire state who has been fired on the false allegation of ‘in- 
competence’. The Courts have determined that the School 
District failed to comply with State Law. This has in effect 
abolished teacher tenure in the State and rendered permanent 
employment contracts void.... Assistance is needed to get 
my ‘day in court’ to show that my discharge was wrong. All 
that are needed are your signature and your qualifications on 
the enclosed application .... 

... I have tried for eight years to have my day in court to 
restore my life damaged by the malicious and ruinous accusa- 
tion of ‘incompetence.’ 

... I believe it is the duty and obligation of the justice system 
to rectify violations occurring in the enforcement of our laws. 

It has become open season for intimidations and harassment in 
the workplace; and our schools and America’s productivity 
stagnate in mediocrity. School Districts must be held account- 
able to our laws and Constitutions, and we must continually 
work toward excellence for our schools and for America. 

Thank you for your kind attention. 

Sincerely yours, 

Mr Y. 

The reactions of the Superintendent to Mr Y’s continued legal 
efforts sum up the opinions of many administrators on the dismissal 
process; 

Dear Dr. Bridges; 

. . . Dismissing a tenured teacher in this state is not a process 
— it currently is a career. ... a most trying procedure. 

Sincerely, 

Mr S. 

(letter to the author dated August, 1990) 

How typical is Mr Y’s case? We simply do not know. Data on 
the frequency of appeals are limited. In the one state (Nebraska) for 
which we have data, twenty-six (roughly one third) of the seventy- 
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eight teachers whose dismissals were upheld appealed the decision. 
These cases span the period from 1984 to 1987 (Shafer, 1987). We 
have no idea how many times these teachers chose to bite the apple. 
Depending upon their resources and their resolve, they, like Mr Y, 
may litigate their perceived injustices until one or both are exhausted. 



Summary and Conclusion 

In this chapter wc focused on the events which follow a district’s 
decision to dismiss a tenured teacher for incompetence. Wc described 
the five phases of a dismissal proceeding — discovery, direct examina- 
tion, cross-examination, closing argument, and deliberation — and 
identified where administrators may encounter trouble. We also dis- 
cussed what can happen when a district wins or loses at the dismissal 
proceeding. Neither of the cases which we examined is typical; rather, 
both represent the extremes to which either party to the dismissal 
proceeding may go under the present legal system if there is the 
determination to ‘win’ at all costs. 

We now understand why dismissal may be referred to by some 
wTiters as the corporate equivalent of the death penalty. Dismissal is 
an ordeal for teachers; they can sit on death row for years while 
pursuing a reversal. Even when they win, it may be a hollow victory. 
The district may decide to press its case and, like the fabled TV 
detective, Columbo, hound the suspect until he crumbles under the 
pressure. Districts, on the other hand, face equally unpleasant pro- 
spects. The teacher, like the accused criminal, is presumed to be 
innocent until proven guilty. Proving incompetence in a dismissal 
proceeding, as wc have shown, is not straightforward and similarly 
represents an ordeal for administrators. Even if the district’s decision 
is sustained, the teacher, using different legal theories, may contest the 
decision in various legal forums. Where dismissal is concerned, ‘It 
ain’t over ’til it’s over’. Viewed in this light, the sparing use of 
dismissal is understandable. 

If the dismissal process is a seemingly endless ordeal for adniini:>- 
trators and teachers, how is the process viewed by those who sit in 
judgment? Although the evidence bearing on this question is limited, 
it is unequivocal. The following poem written by a career teacher 
while serving one full year on a dismissal hearing panel (a three- 
member Commission on Professional Competence) sums up his views 
on the process: 
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AND PAUL THOUGHT HE HAD SOMETHING TO CRY ABOUT 

Listen all parents and please give ear 
To the terrible tale youVe about to hear: 

From June, 78 to June, 79, 

It was my misfortune to be assigned 
To a three-man panel whose job would be 
Determining a teacher’s competency. 

The Super said, ‘What a break for you: 

To hear a teacher dismissal case through. 

It can only last a week or two’. 

So I jumped at the chance and landed in place 
Beside the Judge in charge of the case . . . 

The charges numbered ninety four: 

From Lateness (persistent). Preparation (Poor) 

To Contempt for every Administrator 
Who she felt could not add two and two. 

And certainly couldn’t tell her what to do. 

So on and on the travesty went 

To the tune of $200,000 spent 

And 3,000 hours, and 200 days 

While I sat thinking of different ways 

To convey to parents and payers of tax 

How incredibly wasteful, stupid, and lax 

Are the laws that protect such classroom hacks. 

So born of that District Hearing room 
I penned these words presaging doom. 

In this hour of darkness and need of truth, 

You parents must waken and listen to hear 
This cry more crucial to your country’s youth 
Than any wild ride of Paul Revere. 

James Van Wagoner^ 



The dismissal process as portrayed in this chapter is patently 
imperfect and in need of major repair.^ The opponents of tenure, 
fueled by our ‘terrible tale’, will demand radical surgery. They will 
assert, ‘Tenure is the villain. Abolish it, and the ills will disappear’. 
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Perhaps, but most certainly the abuses of a by-gone era will reappear. 
Prior to the enactment of state tenure laws, teachers served at the 
pleasure of school boards. Teachers could be dismissed for good 
cause, bad cause, or no cause at all. With their authority and power to 
dismiss unchecked, some boards engaged in a variety of questionable 
practices. Teachers were dismissed because of political reasons and 
because board members desired to make places for friends and rela- 
tives, to save money by diminishing the number of teachers, to lower 
costs by creating vacancies to be filled by inexperienced teachers, and 
to punish those who were ‘disloyal’ to the administration (Lebeis, 
1939; NEA, 1924). Such practices stimulated state and national teacher 
associations to press for tenure legislation; by 1980 nearly every state 
had adopted statewide tenure (Stelzer and Banthin 1980). 

Less drastic alternatives than the abolition of tenure are war- 
ranted. In creating and assessing these alternatives, policy makers 
should strive to balance the interests of students in a quality education 
against the interests of feachers in continued employment. The current 
system of tenure and the process for revoking it do not. The scales are 
tipped in favor of teachers, not students. In the final chapter we 
propose several changes in the tenure system and the dismissal process 
which w411 restore this balance. We believe that these changes will also 
repair many of the defects described in this chapter. 



1 After I received this poem from itS author, I asked him to clarify several of 
the factual issues which he referred to in his poem. His reply was as 
follows: 

Dear Professor Bridges: 

In response to your questions, I checked my files and found 
the hearing did indeed last from June to June. I was selected by the 
respondent’s school district (not mine) as their representative on 
the panel which consisted of an Administrative Law Judge, a 
teacher selected by the Teacher’s Organization of the respondent’s 
school, and myself Although the Hearing lasted through a fall 
year, the panel did not meet every day. Periodically, for various 
reasons, the Hearing would be ‘continued to’ and we would have 
breaks of one to two weeks or even a month before we took it up 
again. I was on the panel for a full year, but the panel did not meet 
every day of every week. When it did meet, I was assigned 
full-time, and the daily time served varied from five to seven 
hours. The weeks of actual Hearing time would be about eighteen 
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plus an additional two tor discussion and decision making. If you 
take five days per week, you get a total of 100 days served by each 
panelist involved (excluding the Judge), or a total of 200 days. In 
this stanza, Vm trying to convey the total amount of time and 
money wasted. The 3000 hours includes the time of the various 
witnesses plus the three administrators who were in attendance 
every day of the Hearing. Since I began the stanza with $200,000, 

(It was actually closer to $250,000, but who’s counting?), I assum- 
ed, perhaps naively, that the reader would conclude the 3000 hours 
and 200 days were also totals. 

Sincerely, 

James Van Wagoner (real name, used with permission of the author) 



2 For a somewhat different view of the dismissal process, see Gross (1988). 
He analyzed case decisions in New York State in which tenured teachers 
were charged with incompetence or conduct unbecoming a professional. 
He too finds the system imperfect but concentrates his analysis and sug- 
gested reforms on the meaning and measurement of good teaching and the 
criteria for evaluating teacher conduct and performance. Moreover, Gross 
maintains that the disciplinary system is unfair to teachers. In the ten year 
period which he studied (1977-1987), he reports only twenty cases in New 
York state involving the dismissal of a tenured teacher for incompetence. 
He never raises a question about why there are so few cases and what the 
implications might be for students. The lack of proper standards for 
judging the competence of teachers deters administrators from dealing 
forthrightly with poor performers in the classroom and is far more inju- 
rious to students than to teachers. Unfortunately, the students who are 
most likely to be harmed are the students who need a quality education the 
most — the disadvantaged. See my discussion of this issue in the last 
chapter where I highlight the irony in the 14th Amendment — due process 
for teachers and unequal protection for students, especially minorities. 
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Managing the Poor Performer: A Case 



Thus far, we have examined the various ways in which administrators 
respond to the incompetent teacher and the factors which shape these 
responses. We have argued that administrators are unlikely to confront 
the poor performers in their midst unless one or more of the following 
conditions prevail: (i) the district attaches high importance to teacher 
evaluation; (ii) the district is relatively small and is faced with parental 
complaints and/or declining enrollments; and (iii) the district is ex- 
periencing a financial squeeze and is faced with parental complaints 
and/or declining enrollments. Under these conditions, administrators 
are likely to criticize teachers for their poor performance, to launch 
salvage attempts, and to press for induced resignations or early retire- 
ment rather than dismissal if the teacher fails to improve. In the 
absence of these conditions, administrators, like their counterparts in 
business and other more prestigious professions, are inclined to toler- 
ate and protect the poor performer. 

To illustrate how these conditions affect the responses of adminis- 
trators to incompetent teachers, the experiences of one California 
school district are described in this chapter. The case is a provocative 
example of the ideas discussed in chapters 2, 3 and 4. It vividly shows 
how one school district chose to deal with the problem of teacher 
incompetence in a period of retrenchment. This particular district fell 
on hard times in the late 1970s and was forced to prune its staff. The 
reduction occurred on the basis of performance, not seniority. 
Although parents played a key role in initiating this personnel policy, 
the administration exerted considerable influence on how the policy 
was actually implemented. Over a period of several years, the adminis- 
tration induced a rather large proportion of its teaching staff to submit 
resignations or to request early retirements. These teachers were the 
weakest ones working in the district. 
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The Context 

Ocean View (a pseudonym) is a small residential community nestled in 
the foothills south of Los Angeles. Most of the homes afford sweeping 
views of the Pacific Ocean and the extraordinary thirty-mile beach that 
forms the westernmost boundary of the town. Residents are fiercely 
proud of their smog-free environment and are staunch proponents of a 
slow-growth policy. They moved to Ocean View to escape the smog 
and the traffic congestion of Los Angeles and are determined to keep 
these urban ills out of their idyllic setting. 



The Residents 

The 70U0 people who live in this community are relatively affluent. 
Most of the residents are employed in managerial and professional 
occupations and commute daily to Los Angeles. Women play rather 
traditional roles in their families and confine their outside activities to 
the League of Women Voters, local charities, churches and the schools 
which their children attend. The vast majority of households report 
annual incomes in excess of S70,000; only a handful of residents are 
receiving welfare payments from the government. People drive expen- 
sive cars, wear fashionable clothes, and live in high priced homes. They 
are college educated and expect their children to follow in their 
academic footsteps. By any indicator of social class. Ocean View 
residents belong to the upper-middle class. 



The School District 

The Ocean View Elementary School District currently operates two 
elementary schools (kindergarten through grade 5) and one middle 
school (grades 6-8). Each of the three schools has its own principal 
who reports directly to the Superintendent. The Ocean View Board of 
Education consists of five people who are chosen in a non-partisan 
election by the local voters. When Ocean View students are ready to 
enter high school, they attend the school in nearby Hillcrest. This high 
school offers a strong college preparatory program and is highly 
regarded by the admissions officers of the most prestigious universities 
on the west coast. 
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The Teachers' Union 

Teachers in the Ocean View Elementary School District are affiliated 
with the Calitornia Teachers’ Association.* In 1978 they negotiated a 
multi-year collective bargaining agreement with the local Board of 
Education. This agreement remains in effect and although it encom- 
passes a broad spectrum of items, it does not create a.straitjacket for 
the administration. For example, in the area of personnel evaluation, 
the union has chosen to impose few' constraints on administrators. The 
agreement stipulates that unannounced, as well as scheduled, observa- 
tions may be used in the evaluation process. It also allow's parent and 
student comments to be used in the evaluation of teachers if the 
administration deems these comments to be sufficiently reliable and 
valid. The agreement docs not specify the criteria for evaluating 
teachers; this crucial decision is left to the discretion of the administra- 
tion. The only noteworthy limitations cover the teacher’s right to a 
conference, a copy of the evaluation, and recommendations for im- 
provement if this is necessary. 



77/ e Einancial Squeeze 

Historically, Ocean View residents have exhibited strong support for 
their schools. As long as local property taxes were the major source of 
revenues, the school district ended each fiscal year with a hefty reserve 
— roughly S5()0,00() out ot a total operating budget ot S2.25 million 
dollars. However, when the state system for financing public education 
was altered in the 1970s, financial pressures began to mount. A crisis 
was precipitated in 1978 by the passage of Proposition 13, From 
1978-79 to 1983-84, the total operating budget shrunk by more than 
S5(),000 even though inflation was raging during most of this time 
period. Moreover the budgetary reserve dropped from a high of 
S6i8,973 in 1975 to a low of $64,000 in 1981-82. In this kind of fiscal 
environment, school officials could ill afford to create escape hatches 
for incompetent teachers and to keep teachers on the payroll w'hen 
enrollments started to decline. 



Decliniiig Ejirolhnents 

Until 1978 the enrollments in the Ocean View Elementary School 
District were relatively stable. Enrollments fluctuated between 892 
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-918 students. Beginning in 1978, enrollments began to fall. By 1983 
the enrollments had dropped to 689 students, a decline of nearly 25 per 
cent. To keep pace with the declines in student enrollment, the size of 
the district teaching staff was reduced trom forty-live to thirty“Six 
FTEs (full-time equivalents). In a period ot tour years, the district 
administration eliminated nine teaching positions due to declining 
enrollments. Although these actions affected only a few teachers in an 
absolute sense, these teachers accounted for a sizeable proportion of the 
district's total teaching staff. 



The Response and the Reaction 

Placed with declining enrollments and an impending budget crunch, the 
Ocean View administration decided to release some of its teachers. In 
accordance with state law, the administration issued notices of its 
intention to lay off the two teachers with the least seniority in the 
district. The names of these two teachers appeared in the Ocean fVeii' 
Herald, the local newspaper, in a weekly column written by the 
Superintendent of Schools. His article painted a dismal picture of 
school enrollments and finances and lamented the need to lay oft these 
two teachers. 

On the day following the publication of his column, the Superin- 
tendent received a phone call from a group of concerned parents. These 
parents asked to meet with him later that day to discuss the layotfs 
which he had announced. At the meeting, the five parents demanded to 
know why two of the finest teachers in the district were being released 
and the worst teachers were being retained. The Superintendent 
patiently explained the state law governing staff reductions and indi- 
cated that his hands were tied. One of the parents countered the 
Superintendent's explanation w'ith this impassioned comment, ‘Why 
don't you dismiss two teachers instead ot laying off the cream ot the 
crop? You know, as well as we do, that there arc ineffective teachers in 
our district. They are the ones who should be leaving'. In response the 
Superintendent acknowledged the merit of their view but indicated that 
it was impractical. He summed up his position as follows, ‘Dismissal is 
simply too costly, and you can never be sure of winning your case'. At 
that point, the parents asked for time to think about what he had said. 
They agreed to meet again on Monday of the following week. 

When Monday morning arrived, the Superintendent held his 
scheduled meeting with these parents, As the conversation unfolded, it 
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became evident that thej>c parents had been busy over the weekend. 
They came armed with a bold proposal and the money to implement it. 
The spokesperson for the group described the plan and the events 
leading to it as follows: 

Over the weekend we created an educational foundation. We 
sent out an SOS (Save Our Schools) to the people in this 
community who care deeply about their schools. They contri- 
buted nearly $100,000 to ensure that their children receive a 
quality education. This money is to underwrite the legal costs 
associated with dismissing those teachers who arc doing a poor 
job in the classroom. If this isn’t enough money, we can raise 
more. We want to save the good teachers by getting rid of the 
bad ones. 

Somewhat startled by what he had heard, the Superintendent said, ‘I 
need to discuss your proposal with the Board. Let’s get together two 
weeks ^'om today, and I’ll let you know their answer’. 

At a special closed-session with the Board, the Superintendent 
described the proposal that he had received from the group of 
concerned parents. Although the Board was sympathetic to the senti- 
ments underlying the proposal, it was extremely reluctant to dismiss 
teachers on the grounds of incompetence. A neighboring district had 
attempted to dismiss an ineffective teacher several years ago, and the 
case was still in litigation. The dismissal had divided the community, 
and the conflict was still not fully resolved. 

After a lengthy discussion of the proposal and its ramifications, the 
Board and Superintendent finally reached agreement on their response. 
The Superintendent would meet with the group of concerned parents 
and would make a counterproposal on behalf of the Board. This 
counterproposal contained the following elements: 

1 The administration will not lay off any teachers. 

2 The administration will implement a rigorous program for 
evaluating teachers in the district. 

3 The administration will make a concerted effort to help 
teachers improve if they are judged unsatisfactory. 

4 The administration will force those teachers who fail to show 
substantial improvement to resign or to retire early. 

5 The administration will assist these teachers in making the 
transition to retirement or to alternate forms of employment. 

6 The SOS Foundation will provide the funds needed to imple- 
ment the proposal over the next five years. 
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When the Superintendent met with the concerned parents, he 
explained why the Board was reluctant to use dismissal as a way of 
reducing the size of the staff and outlined what he and the Broad 
proposed to do instead. At first the group appeared lukewarm toward 
the proposal. However, as the Superintendent described how the 
proposal would be implemented, the group became convinced that the 
administration intended to deal forthrightly and responsibly with the 
problems of staff reduction and teacher quality. This conviction 
prompted the group to accept the Board’s counterproposal. 



The Plan and its Implementation 

To fulfill Its commitment to the SOS Foundation, the Board and the 
Superintendent instituted an integrated, comprehensive approach to 
teacher evaluation. The major features of this approach were as follows: 
(i) using management by objectives (MBO) to evaluate teachers; (ii) 
using multiple sources of information to determine how well teachers 
were performing in the classroom; (lii) providing principals with the 
resources to carry out their responsibility for improving instruction and 
getting rid of the poor performers; and (iv) holding principals account- 
able for evaluating and dealing with unsatisfactory teachers. 



Manageinent-by-Ohjectiues 

In the fall of each school year, the Principal meets with each teacher to 
complete an evaluation form. This form is organized around the 
state-mandated criteria for teacher evaluation: (a) standards of expected 
achievement for the teacher’s students; (b) appropriate instructional 
techniques and strategies; (c) adherence to curricular objectives; (d) 
establishment and maintenance of a suitable learning environment; and 
(e) performance of non-classroom teaching duties. For each of these 
criteria, the Principal and the teacher construct a set of objectives, 
specify what actions will be taken to achieve the objectives, and identify 
how accomplishment will be determined.^ 

During the spring the Principal holds another conference with each 
teacher to review his or her progress in reaching the objectives. The 
Principal prepares a written report which summarizes the evidence that 
bears on the teacher’s performance, sets targets for the following year, 
and indicates the assistance which the teacher will be given to reach 
these targets. Generally there are few surprises in this conference 
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because the Principal frequently confers with teachers throughout the 
year about their progress in meeting the objectives which were 
established in the fall. 

The Board and the Superintendent grant principals wide latitude in 
setting objectives and in deciding what indicators will be used to 
determine whether a teacher has met a particular criterion. Two of the 
principals handle these issues on an ad hoc basis. The third principal has 
provided the teaching staff with a copy of her philosophy and the sorts 
of things she looks for when conducting a classroom observation. She, 
like her fellow principals, targets objectives to those aspects of the 
teacher’s performance which in her judgment show the greatest need 
for improvement. 



Multiple Sources of Ifijormatiou 

In judging how well teachers are performing in the classroom, prin- 
cipals are expected to use the following sources of information: (a) 
supervisory observations; (b) follow-up surveys; (c) needs assessments; 
and (d) parent comments. If the fall evaluation calls for other types of 
information to be used in assessing the accomplishment of the teacher’s 
annual objectives, these sources are also included. 

Supervisory observations 

These observations are a critical component of the teacher evaluation 
program just as they are in other school districts. However, in Ocean 
View principals are required to spend from 20 to 30 per cent of the 
school day in classrooms observing their teachers. This activity is an 
integral part of the evaluation and of the principal’s job. These 
observations are often unannounced, sometimes scheduled in advance, 
and occasionally requested by the teacher. Observations generally 
encompass an entire lesson from start to finish and are often followed 
by a conference, a written report, or both. If the follow-up is in 
writing, it usually describes what was happening in the classroom at the 
time of observation. The observer also offers candid assessments, 
relates his/her criticisms to the teacher’s objectives, and suggests 
changes if these are deemed appropriate. I'he observation may also 
serve as an occasion for the principal to introduce other sources of 
information that bear on the teacher’s performance. These features of 
the observation reports in Ocean View are exemplified in the following 
document: 
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OBSERVATION REPORT 

OBSERVATION: Russ Brown. Math Teacher (7-8th grade) 

OBSERVER; J. Jones. Principal 

DATE: Monday . . . April 

This was an unscheduled observation. 



Classroom Environment 

No change in the same stimulating room environment that I 
always observe. A beautiful room filled with models, articles, 
and picture displays. 



Classroom Control 

No evidence of any problems. 



The Lesson 

Class started with a review of the problems on page 215 of the 
algebra te.\t. Russ worked out several problems on the board 
and asked if there were any questions. There were none. Russ 
then announced a quiz tor Friday and students started to work 
on their assignments. Four boys completed the day s assign- 
ment in 10 minutes and sat around the rest of the period. 
Another student who had not finished his assignment joined 
this group to discuss the game of Dungeons and Dragons. 

Russ, why don’t you have selected students work examples 
on the board by having them tell you what to do? By having 
students work examples on the board, you are going to find out 
at what point they don’t understand a concept. This would in 
my opinion: 

1 create an atmosphere that says you arc interested in finding 
out at what point they don’t understand the material and 
that you will work on it together; 

2 create a little anxiety — which has proven to be a powerful 
motivator by putting students, momentarily, on the spot. 

137 . 
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Do students still correct their own assignments? If so, 
how do you know when they really don't understand a 
concept? 

Summary 

What 1 saw today raises the same old questions/concerns: 

1 At what point do you know when a student or a class 
understands or doesn't understand a concept? (My best 
guess would be not until you gave them a test on 
Friday.) 

2 Why were these boys allowed to sit and converse? Why 
weren't they involved in some kind of math related 
activity? In your objectives, you stated that you would 
maintain a classroom atmosphere that allows students 
to pursue activities related to the math program when 
assigned work is completed (for example, games, topo- 
graphy, puzzles, manipulative devices, projects). This 
is not going to happen without direction from you. 

I'm concerned for a number of reasons that go beyond 
what 1 observed during this lesson. Since this observation. I've 
done some follow up work at Hillcrest High School on last 
year's eighth graders recommended for the honors algebra 
program. Here are some facts you should be aware of: 

There were ninety-six freshman students from all feeder 
schools enrolled in the honors algebra course at the 
beginning of this school year. This was enough for four 
honors classes. At the start of the second semester, there 
were eighty students enrolled — a difference of sixteen 
students. Sixteen students from our school had dropped out of 
the honors algebra program by the end of the first semester, 

1 was told that we have a problem over here: that 
our students do not come to Hillcrest as adequately 
prepared as students from other middle schools; that it 
takes our students a semester of hard work in order to 
catch up. Obviously, some never do. We had thirty- 
three students recommended for the Honors program in 
the Fall; sixteen students continued the second semester 
— a drop out rate of almost 50 per cent. 
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Russ, when I see eighth grade students sitting around in 
your algebra class not doing anything, I find it very difficult to 
look at the information from Hillcrest and find excuses for our 
showing there, i know our program could be more demanding. 
What pains me is that you have everything it takes to be a fine 
teacher. You are the most popular teacher with the students. 
You certainly have the math background and I ve observed 
some excellent teaching techniques on occasion. What I do not 
see is a program challenging enough, that demands from our 
students. Students work at their own pace with your support; 
the slower students set the pace or the pace is set by your 
assignments on the board and whatever else you may ask. In 
my opinion, you put too much emphasis on the students’ 
ability to teach themselves without your support and not 
enough emphasis on your role as a teacher teaching an algebra 
class. We have discussed this before. I do not feel there is any 
commitment trom you to change our algebra program or your 
approach in the classroom. 

1 want to sec: 

1 More class time spent on teacher directed instruction 
(for example, the working oi examples or homework 
problems on the chalkboard). 

2 Less class time spent completing assignments on the 
blackboard — students can do this at home. 

3 Homework assignments reviewed by the teacher and 
students together. 

4 Students called upon to demonstrate their proficiency 
with problems — not just the teacher telling them how 
to do every problem. 



Follow-up surveys 

Each year the district selects one or two curriculum areas for intensive 
review. As a part of this review process, each school prepares a 
follow-up survey and sends it to students who have graduated. The 
major objective of this survey is to identify strengths and weaknesses in 
the school’s instructional programs. The results of this annual survey 
are incorporated into the teacher evaluation program and shared with 
teachers during the evaluation process. The following memo and 
attachments illustrate how these survey results are sometimes used: 
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Inter-Office Memo 

To: Russ Brown 
From: J. Jones 
(18 attachments) 

We recently surveyed Hillcrest High School freshmen regard- 
ing how well our school had prepared them for the math 
program at Hillcrest. To date eighteen students have re- 
sponded. 

I am passing these comments to you. Since I don’t seem to 
be able to reach you with these concerns, maybe these student 
comments will. 

Attachment #8. 

1 In yottr opinion, liou' tin'll were you prepared at Ocean Dew 
Middle School for the math program at Hillcrest High School? 

Although math has never been one of my ‘better’ 
subjects, I feel / should be doing better at Hillcrest. I do not feel 
like Ocean View did a satisfactory job in preparing me for 
Hillcrest. [Mr. Brown was much too leniant (sic.), especial- 
ly on test days. In my class, cheating was very apparant 
(sic,)l I w'as told to go to algebra honors at Hillcrest, and 
tollowed through with the recommendation. When I got 
there. I felt literally helpless, not knowing three-quarters of 
what they were discussing. I know I am not a dumb person, 
but this is not good for the self-esteem. It seemed like the 
Ocean View students were the only ones who did not 
understand. I got taken out of that class and placed into a 
regular algebra class where I am improving slowly. 

2 IVhat suggestions or comments would yon make regarding the math 
program at Ocean View Middle School? 

When I was there, the grading was far too leniant (sic.). 
Eighth graders should not be put into algebra honors at 
Hillcrest unless they arc positive they can handle it. It's really 
a bad feeling — knowing you are almost the only one w'ho 
docs not understand. 

In my class, we would stay on one particular thing 
much too long. It was apparant (sic.) everyone understood, 
and we could have gone on to something else, yet we kept 
repeatedly doing the same thing. Many others who I have 
talked to felt the same way. 
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In closing, I would like to say that with a little more 
discipline and hard work, future students will be better 
prepared than us. 

Mary Heinz 



Student’s Signature (optional) 



Attachment #15. 

1 In your opinion, how well were you prepared at Ocean View 

Middle School for the math pro^^rani at Hillcrest School? 

I do not feel that I was adequately prepared for algebra 
at Hillcrest. Mr. Brown didn’t spend enough time explain- 
ing ‘how to do’ the processes ot algebra. I’ve done very well 
in the algebra program at Hillcrest probably because ot the 
help from my father. 

2 117/tif suggestions er cotmnents would you ntalee regardinj^ the math 
pro^^ram at Ocean I 'iews Middle School? 

Lots of time should be spent in explanation. What good 
does it do to look in the back of the book for the answers if 
you don’t understand the problems in the first place? 

Mark Breci 



Student’s Signature (optional) 



W eds assesstnents 

In addition to follow-up surveys of former students, the schools in 
Ocean View conduct an annual needs assessment to solicit the opinions 
of current students and their parents regarding the instructional pro- 
gram. They are asked to rate the importance of each curricular area on a 
five-point scale (1 being low and 5 being high) and to rate the 
pertormance ot the area on the same five-point scale. Students and 
parents also are encouraged to write additional comments and reactions 
if they hav’e any to express. These ratings and comments are summa- 
rized tor each teacher and may be included in the year-end evaluation ot 
the teacher s pertormance. By vvay ot illustration, we have reproduced 
the follovving comments trom the spring evaluation ot Mrs. Long, a 
sixth-grade science teacher: 
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Evaluator’s Report 

1 am sharing the results of our annual needs assessment with 
Mrs, Long because I am worried about the science program. 
The sixth grade results are especially disturbing; the rankings 



are as follows. 








Importance 


Performance 


Parents 


4.6 


2.6 


Students 


3.2 


2,7 



Parents and students alike rate the sixth grade science program 
the lowest of any academic program in the school. Moreover, 
there is a big gap between the importance parents attach to the 
sixth grade science program and their evaluation of its 
performance. ' 

The written comments ot parents and students are general- 
ly unfavourable as well; 

'1 think the school is doing real well! Except for science 
where I am barely learning anything.’ 

‘Science isn’t performing well. Science should be made 
more interesting than it has been. 1 think we should 
have a day in science where you ask the teacher stuff you 
don’t understand.’ 

‘In science I feel that Mrs. Long is very ununderstand- 
able (sic.) and that her class is very complicated.' 

In the sixth grade science program we don’t get much 
out of It.' 

‘Science is too boring. She should do more than just 
lecture all the time. She also should get to know 
students a little more — like learn their names.' 

M'vc never worked so hard ,md cared so little about a 
subject in all of my life.’ 



I hese negative comments must be balanced with supportive 
statements from two parents who stated. 

‘My son enjoys the lecture/college-type approach to the 
science curriculum. ’ 

I ic 
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‘Our son appreciated Mrs. Long's coverage of astro- 
nomy; it was a provocative and stimulating experience.’ 

Both of these students are exceptional achievers. 

Based on these results and my owm observations in your 
class I would have to conclude that: 

1 Your curriculum is geared toward the ‘exceptional’ student. 
(Recently I tried to take notes during a film you showed but 
couldn’t because of the technical language being used. 1 was 
interested in the rccomniended level of the film and consulted 
the County Audio Visual catalog. The film was rated for Senior 
H(^h to Adult. It definitely is not a film for sixth grade students.) 

2 Those students who cannot learn orally, abstractly, or who 
cannot take copious notes find vour class overwhelming. 

3 That the emphasis is on the lecture approach rather than on the 
project, discovery approach. 

4 That your curriculum has not changed much in the last fifteen 
years. 



Parent cotmnents 

Besides soliciting opinions from parents about the instructional pro- 
gram, Ocean View' administrators also encourage unsolicited com- 
ments. In the words of the Superintendent, ‘Our parents are very 
concerned with academic progress, have high expectations, and voice 
their concerns often’. These parental comments may creep into the 
evaluation process. If the principal judges these comments to be 
reliable, (s)he may place them in the teacher’s personnel file and use 
them in the year-end evaluation of the teacher as long as the comments 
or complaints arc dated and signed by the parents. 



Resources 



Principals arc provided with an array of resources to carry out their 
responsibilities for w'orking with those teachers whose performance is 
either unsatisfactory or in need of improvement. These resources serve 
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different functions. If the principals' objective is to improve a teacher’s 
performance, they have discretionary funds which can be spent for this 
purpose and access to a full-time staff development specialist. Principals 
may also enlist the aid of a counselor if they need assistance in coping 
with the emotional demands inherent in this process. If legal action 
becomes necessary, principals may consult w'ith an attorney. Finally, 
principals may request counseling services for the teacher if they believe 
that (s)he is ready to consider early retirement or other types of 
employment. 

StajO' devdoprnefU specialist 

To assist the principals in meeting the Board's commitment to the 
SOS Foundation, the district employed a full-time staff development 
specialist for a fixed term of three years. This individual was an 
exceptional teacher who was highly respected by the teaching 
and administrative staff He worked intensively with the marginal 
teachers in the district during this period. He was supportive of these 
teachers, showed a genuine interest in their improvement, provided 
them with specific, non-evaluative feedback about was happening in 
their classrooms, engaged them in considering other alternatives, and 
taught demonstration lessons. At no time was he working with more 
than five teachers; consequently, he was able to provide them with his 
undivided attention over an extended period. No one doubted either 
his sincerity or his skill; yet, few teachers show'cd sufficient improve- 
ment to warrant retention. One of the most respected teachers in the 
district characterized the situation as follows: 

He was really sharp, and his heart w^as in the right place. But 
after a year or so, the teachers started to refer to him as Father 
Damien. He really tried to help the teachers who were in 
trouble, but they, like the lepers in Molc^kai, rarely got well. As 
I recall, only one was turned around; the rest didn't make it. 
(Note: Damien Dc Veuster was a Roman Catholic Priest who 
devoted much of his life to caring for the lepers at Molokai, 
Hawaii, during the mid 1800s. He comforted these poor souls 
and ministered to their spiritual and medical needs, but there 
was no cure for their malady.) 

Discrctiofiarylwuh 

Principals in the CX'ean View school district are allotted ample financial 
resources work with teachers who are deemed in need of improve- 
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ment. The middle school Principal summed up the district’s philoso- 
phy in this way, 

The Board and Superintendent offer us all the resources we 
need to help a teacher succeed, and they expect to have an 
exemplary instructional program or to see solid evidence that 
we arc on our way to having one. If not, the teacher must go. 

When a teacher is in difficulty, principals use these resources in a variety 
of ways to effect improvement in a teacher s performance. They 
purchase instructional equipment (even a new science lab) and materials 
w'hich a teacher may need to modernize his/her approach. If a teacher 
has an outmoded curriculum or relies heavily on the lecture method, 
(s)he may be hired in the summer to develop units of instruction 
and pupil-centered activities or projects. Subject-matter specialists are 
employed as consultants to work intensively with teachers for a week 
or more. Individuals are also hired to help teachers prepare high quality 
dittoed materials and overhead transparencies. Substitutes are hired to 
enable a teacher to attend workshops that center on the types of 
problems (s)he may be having. Aides are employed to organize the 
teacher’s classroom; they straighten the teacher s files, inv’cntory the 
materials that clutter the room, label these materials, and store them in 
such a way that they can be easily accessed by the teacher. In short, 
when a teacher is in diffi'-ulty, principals place him or her in intensive 
care. ‘When we are finished, no one including the teacher, ever doubts 
that we made a concerted effort to save the teacher’, said one of the 
elementary principals. 



Prosp ectivc coinisclif 

Goniniuiiiciiting career-threatening information to subordinates is a 
painful, unpleasant task for administrators, including the principals in 
Ocean View. To help them cope effectively with the emotional ordeal, 
the administration relies on a technique that has been used successfully 
in various settings to prepare people for emotional confrontations. This 
technique is prospective counseling."* It has been used in the field of 
medicine to assist patients who have decided to undergo major surgery 
and are awaiting the operation (Egbert et al., 1%4; Schmitt and 
Woolridge, 1973), to prepare women for childbirth (Levy and McGee, 
1975), and to help hospitalized patients about to undergo a disagree- 
able medical examination (Johnson and Leventhal, 1974). Prospective 
counseling also has been used in business to prepare potential em- 
ployees for the undesirable features of the jobs for which they are 
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applying (Wanous, 1973). In each instance, the goal of prospective 
counseling is to let people experience the unpleasant consequences in 
advance and to make plans for dealing more effectively with the 
situation when it actually occurs. 

In Ocean View, principals may enlist the services of a counselor 
who is on the district payroll. This individual is familiar with the 
teachers in the district and is used in role-playing situations with the 
principal. If the principal anticipates that (s)he may have a difficult 
conference with a teacher, the principal and the counselor role-play 
the conference. The counselor attempts to respond in the way that the 
teacher is likely to respond. Immediately after the role-playing, the 
counselor and the principal critique what has happened. If necessary, 
the principal revises his or her approach in light of this exchange. In 
the words of a principal who often uses prospective counseling, 'Role 
playing is a major part of evaluation. I always rehearse tough confer- 
ences with the counselor. It’s a big help and really builds my con- 
fidence.' 



Leg^al assistance 

One of the barriers to confronting and dealing forthrightly with 
incompetent teachers is the array of legal rights possessed by tenured 
and probationary teachers. Principals need the assistance of a competent 
attorney if they are to navigate this legal minefield successfully. The 
administration in Ocean View recognizes this need and attempts to 
meet it. Whenever a principal senses that (s)he may be forced to take 
legal action against an unsatisfactory teacher, (s)he may enlist the advice 
and counsel of an attorney who specializes in personnel matters. This 
attorney acquaints principals with the teacher’s rights and the statutory 
timelines that must be followed in evaluating, assisting, and disciplin- 
ing the teacher for poor performance. The attorney also is available to 
assist principals in preparing their documentation and in analyzing the 
strengths and weaknesses of the case that is being built against the 
teacher. If a 90-day notice of deficiency or incompetence needs to be 
issued, the attorney drafts the legal document to ensure that it complies 
with the law. Since principals lack adequate formal training in the legal 
aspects of teacher evaluation (Groves, 1985), the legal assist ,.ce that is 
provided to Ocean View principals in anticipation of future legal action 
represents an important resource, and it is used whenever legal issues 
arise. 
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Counseling seruices 

A, ,he po,nt where .eachers begin to consider another 
retirement the district has an employee assistance program 
provides a'range of counseling services to these teachers This 
Trs foiaiicial. personal, psychological, and vocational counseling to 
teachers in an effort to facilitate their transition from teaching to o r 
ptnsrs "f a teacher elects to seek other employnieiit, (s)he may receive 
Ltplacenient counseling if (s)he requests it. This type ^ 

often used in business to assist displaced executives (Brammer and 
Humberger 1984) and includes professional assistance in preparing 
“^matingU search plans, and 

All of these counseling services are provided by a Los Angeles tirn 
"der a contract with The Ocean View Elementary District. This tirm 
charges S2000 to S3000 per client depending on the services ren cr 
According to the Superintendent, 

This program has been very successful and very pos""'' 
both Lmacher and the district. We even include the teacher s 
spouse if it's necessary. In one case a teacher was reluctant to 
quit because his wife didn't wan. hmi at home and wanted Ae 
money But with the counseling, she was convinced tha, they 
could make it financially. This program really helps 

touch with rcility and assess their situation in a rational 

manner. 



In most school districts principals spend less time on managing 
instruction than they believe they should. The principals in Ocean 
View deviate from this common pattern becatjse ot the climate created 
by the Superintendent and the Board ot Education. One of the 
principals described this climate in the following words. 

Quality instruction is the number one priority of the Board and 
^e Superintendent. They have made their policy clear to the 
principals. The burden of evaluating teachers and improving 
instruction rests on our shoulders. When a new pnncipa is 
hired, the superintendent makes sure that the person is 
outstanding teacher and a rigorous 

principals are expected to spend lots of time m classrooms. It 
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teachers arc having problems, we’re expected to help them. If 
they don’t iniprove, it’s our responsibility to ease them out. 

The Board gives us all the resources we need to get thejob done 
and holds us accountable for doing it. 

The Board uses both formal and informal means to evaluate 
principals. Twice a year the Board meets in closed sessions with the 
superintendent and the three principals to discuss the performance of 
the teaching staff These meetings generally last five to six hours 
Frincipals review the strengths and weaknesses of each teacher. If a 
teacher is having serious problems, the principal provides an in-depth 
evaluation of the teacher’s difficulties and describes the steps which the 
principal has taken, or is taking, to overcome them. An attorney is also 
present at these meetings to answer any legal questions which may 
arise. The Board uses these occasions as one way of assessing how well 
principals are implementing its concern for quality instruction. 

Principals arc also evaluated in a more formal and systematic 
manner by the Board and the Superintendent. These annual evaluations 
follow a management-by-objcctives format and are based on the 
principal’s job description. The results of these evaluations influence 
the principal’s salary and employment status within the district. Several 
years ago the Board and Superintendent released a principal who 
continued to inflate the evaluations of weak teachers after being advised 
to provide more accurate assessments. Currently princip.als can receive 
several thousand dollars for superior performance in upgrading their 
school s instructional program. This amount is added to the aeross-the- 
board salary increases granted to all certificated employees. 



Induced Exits 

The major reason for initiating this aggressive and comprehensive 
approach to teacher evaluation was to reduce the size of the Ocean 
View teaching staff on the basis of performance rather than senioritv 
Impetus for this thrust came from the parents who formed the SOS 
Foundation to fund the additional costs associated with this bold action. 
Four years after this program was initiated there were nine fewer 
teachers in the district. None of these teachers was laid off on the basis 
of seniority. All nine were induced to resign or to request early 
retirement; and in the judgment of the principals and the Superinten- 
dent, these teachers were the weakest ones in the district. 



Maiuj<^in{l the Poor Performer: A Case 



The administration exerted considerable pressure on these teachers 
during tliis period while simultaneously providing intensive and exten- 
sive remedial assistance. Principals were forthright in communicating 
the district’s performance expectations and in letting teachers know 
whether they were making satisfactory progress in meeting these 
expectations. Perhaps because of the district’s concerted effort to 
salvage these teachers, some did not realize that they were in serious 
trouble until a 90-day notice of deficiency or incompetence was served. 
Most teachers (seven of the nine who left) did not agree to resign or to 
retire early until the administration applied this type of pressure. The 
administration never found it necessary to issue a notice of intent to 
dismiss, the most intense pressure that can be exerted. 

‘After these notices (90-day) are served, most teachers are willing 
to discuss alternatives to classroom teaching’, said the Superintendent. 
In his opinion, 

It is important not to discuss these alternatives until the teacher 
is ready to accept the advice of an administrator. If an adminis- 
trator pushes his views too early, the teacher may be turned off 
and resent the alternatives proposed. 

Although the Superintendent serves the notice of iiicompeteiicy to the 
teachers, he plays a conciliatory role and counsels with them. 'It’s the 
Principal who plays the tough guy role throughout the entire process , 
observed the Superintendent. During the negotiations which follow the 
issuance of the 90-day notice, the Superintendent attempts to discover 
what the teacher’s needs are and to figure out the ways in which these 
needs can be met, wholly or in part. This process of give-and-take 
ordinarily takes two or three months to complete. 

The union has been a silent ally of the Ocean View administration 
over the past four years. In the words of a former teacher representa- 
tive. 

The remediation efforts are sincere. The district tries to im- 
prove performance. There is some paranoia and hard feelings 
about what has happened, and teachers might complain at some 
point. But, we had some bad teachers, and the problems needed 
to be addressed. 

According to the Supeniitendeiit. 

CiTA (California Teachers’ Association) has been very helpful 
in this district. 1 hey provide constructive comments to help the 
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teacher improve. They even told some teachers, *You are going 
to have to make some changes in your teaching or quit. The 
district will dismiss you if you don’t'. 

The union has never filed a grievance to protest an evaluation or a 
disciplinary action during this period. It remains convinced that the 
administration has treated teachers fairly. 

Thus tar, the district administration has used three types of 
inducements to obtain the resignations and early retirements. These arc 
employment as a consultant, outplacement counseling, and medical 
coverage at district expense. The district is not wedded to these 
alternatives, however. In the words of the Superintendent, 

We are now considering a lump sum payment to get rid of one 
teacher. We will investigate every alternative to get rid of weak 
teachers. If we don’t need all of our teachers because of 
declining enrollments, the mediocre ones will leave, not the 
lowest in seniority. 



The Aftermath 

Public confidence m the Ocean View Elementary School District has 
soared. Prior to the district’s efforts to improve the quality of its 
teaching staff, parents withdrew their children from the public schools 
and enrolled them in private schools which they perceived to be of 
higher academic quality. When parents learned that the weakest 
teachers were leaving the Ocean View district, many of these parents 
re-enrolled their children in the public schools. Moreover, approx- 
imately fifty families from neighboring school districts arranged inter- 
district transfers so that their children could attend the Ocean View 
public schools. One mother drove her daughter one-and-a-half hours 
each way so that she could go to school in this community; another 
family bought an expensive piece of property in Ocean View for the 
same reason. In the words of the Board President, 

Our district has met the challenge of the private schools. Public 
education has met the competition and surpassed it. 

The SOS Foundation continues to provide financial support for the 
Ocean View schools. However, this money is no longer used to 
underwrite the staff development program. The money goes into the 
district s general fund and is used to fund programs that have been 
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eliminated in many district?, as the financial noose tightened. Approx- 
imately SU)(),U00 a year are raised to support a program for gifted 
students, to fund acquisitions for the school libraries, to provide 
counseling services, and to underwrite the costs of a music program. 



Summary 

The Ocean View Elementary School District further illustrates how- 
organizational structure and environmental factors influence adminis- 
trative responses to incompetent teachers. Prior to the need for 
retrenchment, administrators m this relatively small district were 
inclined to be lenient when evaluating teachers. During this period of 
prosperit\ . administrators also used various escape hatches to sidestep 
the problems posed by incompetent teachers. To avoid parental 
complaints, administrators assigned the poor performers to teach 
electives and physical education. However, enrollment declines and a 
financial crunch altered these practices. When district officials 
announced their intention to lay off twci highly regarded teachers who 
happened to have the least seniority, parents strongly objected. They 
wanted the district administration to prune the staff by dismissing the 
worst teachers and formed a foundation to pay for the legal costs 
associated with this drastic action. The Superintendent and Board of 
Education countered with a similarly bold proposal. They agreed to 
institute a rigorous program of teacher evaluation, to undertake 
intensive efforts to improve the weakest teachers, and to induce them 
to leave the district if they failed to improve. The Board and Superin- 
tendent also agreed to retain all teachers until this program had been 
fully implemented; future staff reductions w ould be based on perform- 
ance, not seniority." The parents accepted this counterproposal and 
agreed to underwrite the costs of this plan through the SOS (Save Our 
Schools) Foundation. 

During the first four years of implementing this program, the 
Ocean View school officials worked with the ten weakest teachers in 
the district. These teachers, unlike their counterparts in other districts, 
received intensive and eompreh'.nsive assistance to overcome their 
difficulties. The results of these salvage attempts were not much 
different, however. Only one of the ten teachers improved sufficiently 
to warrant retention. The rest of the teachers were induced to submit 
resignations or to request early retirements. Seven of these nine 
leachers did not agree to leave until the administration applied con- 
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siderable pressure by issuing 90-day notices of incompetency. To ease 
their transition into retirement or other lines of work, these teachers 
otten received outplacement counseling, medical coverage, or employ- 
ment as a consultant. Union officials cooperated with the administra- 
tion in helping these teachers to imptovc and in persuading them to 
leave when they failed to do so. The Superintendent handled the 
negotiations leading to these induced exits and acted as a counselor in 
the process even though he personally delivered the 90-day notices. As 
a result of these actions, the Ocean View' schools regained the confid- 
ence of the general public, and they are now regarded as being equal to 
or better than the private schools in the area.^' 



1 I he C'alitornia l eachcrs’ Assot nition is affiliated with the N.itional Educa- 
tion Association and not the American Federation ot Teachers. 

2 For example, the teacher ‘will develop and use a collection ot graded, 
creative, challenging, math problems’ and ‘will utilize the “spir.Tl” approach 
to teach and review math concepts’. Accomplishment of these objectives 
will be assessed by classroom observation and a review of the materials pre- 
pared by the teacher. 

3 The evaluator is comparing scores on two different scales; one scale reflects 
a utility and the other ettectiveiicss. These two scales are conceptually 
independent so u is not clear why they are being compared. If the 
importance of sex education is 2 and cUccPveness is 3, there still may be a 
teaching problem. On the other hand, if science is rated 4.S in importance 
and 3.8 in cttcctivcncss. there may or may not be a teaching problem. The 
reader should be wary of using these scales in the wav in which they are 
being used in this particular instance. 

4 Prospective counseling is my term. Janis and Mann (1977) refer to the 
technique as emotional inoculation. 

5 Johnson (1981)) has done a study of performance-based layoff policies in 
several school districts. Contrary to our research, she uncovered a number 
ot problems associated wnth the implementation of these formal layoff 
policies. The reader may wish to read Johnson’s report to learn about the 
policies and the problems which she found. 

h Near the completion of the interview study. Barry Groves, my research 
assistant, inadvertently learned about the high rate ot induced exits in the 
C^cean View Elementary School District. 1 asked him to collect data about 
w’hat was happening in this district to sec if the conditions and responses 
corresponded to the pattern that w'as emerging in our interviews with school 
administrators throughout the state of California. 
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Chapter 7 
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1 lut.)i^ghoiit thi-. book I h.i\ (.■ stm cii to provide a hiad, dispassionate 
description and analysis ot how adiiinnstrators respond to the problem 
ot teacher incompetetiee and of the conditions which shape these 
responses. In this chapter I leel obligated to move beyond what is 
anci offer a glimpse into what might occur in the near tuture. A 
window of opportunity is opening tor the public schools, but this 
opportunitv is fraught with perils as well as possibilities. By discussing 
the opportunity, the penis and the possibilities which loom over the 
educational horizon, 1 hope to engage school officials and teachers in a 
reasoned i onsideration of local personnel policies and practices. If this 
book stimulates reflection on what is, what might be, and what should 
be. It will have served its purposes. 



The Window of Opportunity 

For a decade or more the public schools experienced a decline in 
consumer demand. Between lh72 and 1982, forty-three states plus the 
District of Columbia suffered enrollment declines. The average loss in 
student enrollinent was 14 per cent nationwide (Feistritzer, 1983). Most 
of the decline was due to a substantial drop in the number of school-age 
(5-17) children during this period. The size of the teaching force also 
decreased in many areas. In sixteen states plus the District of Columbia 
the average number of teachers declined by 9.5 per cent; five additional 
states remained in a near steady state (i.e., the size of the teaching force 
gresv by less than 3 per cent). 
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The trend began reversing itself in 1984, Since that date, enroll- 
ment has risen each year and is projected to increase annually until 
1998 {Digest of Education Statistics, 1990). These enrollment increases, 
combined with teacher retirements and resignations, will require 
371,000 teachers to be hired during the decade of the 1990s. This 
major influx of teachers provides the public schools with an oppor- 
tunity to institute policies which will ensure that future generations of 
students will be taught by fully competent teachers. 



The Perils 

Simply put. the major peril is that history may repeat itself in those 
districts which attach little importance to teacher evaluation and to 
the granting ot tenure. The following imaginary, but realistic, scenario 
illustrates how this repetition may untold. It is patterned in large part 
after the analysis presented in chapters 2. 3 and 4. 



PrC’I'cmue 

The Uniontown School District announces that it will be hiring ten 
elementary teachers. School officials prepare a brochure about the 
school district and mail it, along with the following announcement, to 
local university placement offices: 

JOB ANNOUNCEMENT 

College graduates with a bachelor's degree in elementary 
education. Excellent communication skills required. Need solid 
background in English, math, science and social studies. Back- 
ground in music or art also desired. Starting salary S16, 100 with 
a guarantee ot annual increases for fourteen years. Cost of living 
raises are likely but not guaranteed. Fringe benefits include 
district contributions to pension, medical plan, and dental plan. 

Several weeks pass, and the Personnel Director starts to fret. There 
arc only fifteen applicants for ten openings. She decides to extend the 
deadline for applications. Several more weeks pass. Only two addition- 
al applications are submitted so she decides to invite the seventeen 
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applicant!* in tor interviews. Two ot' them decline the invitation; they 
have accepted otters elsewhere. The Personnel Director looks at the size 
and the quality of the applicant pool. She recalls from her course in 
personnel that an unfavorable selection ratio means trouble later. She 
quickly dismisses the thought from her mind and recommends ten ot 
the fifteen applicants for employment. 

School opens and the l^rincipal at Uniontown Elementary School 
greets his tour new' teachers. He gives them a briet, impromptu 
introduction to the school and then hands them a grade book, a set ot 
keys and a faculty handbook. During the first few' weeks, he tours the 
school and makes an effort to eavesdrop outside their classrooms. 
Occasionally he enters their classrooms for a brief observation (five to 
ten minutes) and follows the visit with a report punctuated with glow- 
ing generalities. The rest of the time the Principal works in his office. He 
reads his mail, answers his correspondence, attends to his phone calls, 
and holds numerous scheduled and unscheduled meetings. His day is 
hectic and fragmented, and he considers himselt tortunate it he can 
spend more than ten uninterrupted minutes on any problem or activity. 

The fall term ends, and the Principal receives a phone call from the 
Superintendent’s ottice. Teacher evaluation reports are due in two 
weeks. He decides to block out some time to complete these reports 
and to confer with his teachers. The ttnir new teachers seem to be doing 
ail right. On the surface they appear to be having only the kinds ot 
problems any beginner has. The Principal decides to be a real source ot 
encouragement and praises each one tor the tine job (s)he is doing. All 
four receive ratings of outstanding or satisfactory in every area ot 
performance. 

This pattern repeats itselt over the ne.\t year and a halt, and the 
Principal recommends the four teachers for tenure. I^eep dowm he 
senses that one or two of these teachers are not really that good, but he 
tells himself, ‘The next t>nes could be even worse’. (A common 
rationah/atic>n used in the PH>ns. a period ot teacher shortage.)’ 
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Business as usual 

Several years pass, not much has changed. 1 hree ot the lour recently 
tenured teachers remain at the Uniontown Elementary School. One 
teacher, the most talented of the four, has resigned to pursue a more 
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lucrative and prestigious career in the tield of business. The Principal 
continues to v\ork at a harried pace, but now he realizes that his 
previous doubts are being confirnied. Two of the four teachers whom 
he recommended for tenure are not doing well. Fortunately, only a few 
parents have complained so the Principal feels that the situation is 
bearable. In any event he is not totally ignoring what is happening. He 
visits these classrooms whenever he can find the time and follows up 
with a report based on his observations. There are problems, but he 
chooses to use a positive approach. He casts his criticisms in a positive 
light, emphasizes the need for aMUinued professional growth, and 
provides the teachers with words of encouragement. Despite his 
et torts, the two teachers do not show much, it any, impre^vement. 'I 
don't seem to be able to reach them', the Principal says to himself 
Ho\ve\ er, he continues to give these teachers the benefit-of-the-doubt 
on their annual evaluations in hope^ that thev. like fine wine, will 
mipro\e with age. 

AltCtvd SUUiy 

The Principal eventually retires, and his siR\ess^)r. a woman in her 
mid-thirties, is a first-vear Principal who is determined to make 
Uniontown the best elementarv school in the district.” She sets 
priorities and ensures that her crowded weekly schedule allows time for 
classroom observations and I'ollow-up conferences. She is dismaved to 
learn that two members of her staff are doing so poorlv in the 
classroom and phones the Personnel Director to arrange a meeting to 
discuss these problem teachers. At this meeting the Personnel Director 
reviews the tiles ot these teachers and savs with a shrug ot her 
shoulders. 'There's not much we can do. Both of these teachers have 
reasonably strong evaluations over tin past twelve years. We would 
look toolish it we tried to dismiss them’ The Principal is outraged and 
states firmly. ‘I don't want these teachers m my school 1 hev aren't anv 
good, and [ don't intend to put up with them'. The Personnel Director 
responds, ‘I know how you feel. Let me discuss the matter with the 
Superintendent, and I'll get back to you in a week or scf. 

Later that week the Personnel Director meets with the Superinten- 
dent to explain the situation. Both agree that something must be done, 
and they begin to review the possibilities: transfer to another school, 
reassignment as a substitute teacher or as a home-study teacher, and 
reassignment to the central office to work on a special project or a 
federally-supported program. At this point all appear to represent 
viable alternatives. 
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Immediately following the meeting with the Superintendent, the 
Personnel Direetor confers with the Principal. During the conterenee 
the Personnel Director outlines the plan of operation for the next few 
months. The Principal is to continue her observations of these two 
teachers. These observations are to he followed by written reports 
which doeiiinent the deficiencies and the remediation which has been 
prescribed. The Principal is expected to confer with these teachers and 
to clarify what they should do to improve their performance. Alter 
each conference, the Principal should prepare a written report and send 
a copy to the teacher. If the teachers fail to improye, the Personnel 
Director will meet with them to discuss other possibilities. 'At that 
point', says the Director of Personnel, 'they will be eager to consider 
other options'. Fiye months larer. one teacher agrees to become a 
home-study teacher; the other accepts an assignment in the central 
(.)ttice. 



I >nnniLdnd capacity 

A few more years pass; enrollments start to tall and the district 
experiences a financial crunch. The district institutes an early retirement 
plan, reachers who resign or retire arc not replaced. The resignations 
and the retirements, however, do not keep pace with the enrollment 
declines. Teachers with the least seniority are laid off. and teachers, like 
the two tenured teachers on special assignment, are returned to regular 
teaching positions. 

When these two teachers re-enter the classroom, serious problems 
arise. Their principals start to receive parental complaints. In a few 
months the trickle turns into a flood, dhe principals meet with the 
Personnel Director, and the three of them agree on a course of action. 
Initially the principals will attempt to salvage these two teachers. 
Because the rescue operations mav be unsuccessful, the principals 
should lay the groundwork tor dismissal. They are to do the following: 
(a) observe the teacher; (b) be forthright in their criticisms; (c) prescribe 
what should be done by the teacher to improve; (u) provide the teacher 
with assistance (for example release the teacher to visit other class- 
rooms and offer the teacher an opportunity to participate in protess- 
lonal development activities); (e) withhold lavish praise tor modest 
improvement; and (f ) document, document, document. It the salvage 
attempt fails, the Personnel Director will meet with the teachers and try 
to secure an early retirement. 

For the rest of the school year and half ot the next, the two 
principals work intensively with these two veteran teachers; however, 
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neither improves. Both are very defensive and resist what is happening 
to them. The principals and the Personnel Director decide to issue a 
90-day notice of incompetency if the Superintendent and the Board of 
Education approve the action. The notice is served, and the principals 
step up the pressure. They increase the frequency of observations and 
the flow of negative communications. Still there are no signs of 
improvement. 

Near the expiration of the 90-day notice the Personnel Director 
arranges to meet separately with each of the teachers. Prior to these 
meetings she confers with the union representative and lays out the case 
against the teachers. The union representative agrees to assist in 
persuading the teachers to retire. At the meeting with the teacher and 
the union representative, the Personnel Director looks directly at the 
teacher and says, ‘Tni sorry, but it just hasn’t worked out. You haven’t 
improved. We intend to issue a dismissal notice and charge you with 
incompetence. However, before taking this action, we want to let you 
know our intentions and to give you an opportunity to consider other 
possibilities. You have taught a long time in this district, and you may 
not want to end your career in a dismissal hearing before the Commis- 
sion on Professional Competence. I’d like to encourage you to discuss 
this matter with your union representative. Let me know what you 
vv mt to do. I'm willing to consider any possibilities which you might 
suggest’. 

Two days later the two teachers schedule another meeting with the 
Personnel Director. Each expresses an interest in early retirement. One 
is in ill health and wants the district to continue paying for her Blue 
Cross-Blue Shield health plan. The other teacher indicates that he 
would like to be hired as a consultant until he reaches age 65 because he 
IS having financial problem". The Personnel Director, with the appro- 
val of the Superintendent and the Board of Education, agrees to the 
requests. She also offer to place their forthcoming evaluations in her 
own personal file rather than in each teacher’s personnel record. The 
teachers appear to appreciate this gesture. History has indeed repeated 
Itself in a district that attaches little importance to teacher evaluation. 



The Possibilities 

However, history docs not necessarily repeat itself A teacher shortage 
may not reoccur: even if it does, the shortage may be spread unevenly 
across school districts, teaching specialties (for example, special educa- 
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tion, science, and math), and grade levels (elementary versus high 
school). Moreover, the personnel policies and practices which school 
districts adopt in response to the cur**ent concern about teacher quality 
may avert many of the respo^^ses detailed in chapters 2 through 5. 
These same policies also may minimize the detrimental impact of 
retrenchment when, and if, it once again strikes the schools. 

In the scenario that follows, a set of policies is outlined which 
attempts to grapple with the realities commonly faced by local districts 
in dealing with the problem of teacher incompetence. The policies and 
practices which are sketched in this scenario stem from two sources: (i) 
the research that was conducted in school districts throughout the state 
of California; and (ii) a review of the literature that bears on the 
problems of tenure and poor performance. 



Pre- Tenure 

The Unity School District has entered a new era. Enrollments are 
rising, and the teaching staff is finally expanding. This year the district 
will be hiring six elementary teachers. The Personnel Director prepares 
a brochure about the district and the community it serves. He mails 
copies, along with an announcement of the job openings, to the 
placement agencies of colleges and universities throughout the state. As 
an afterthought, he places a 3" X 3" ad in the local newspapers. 

Weeks pass, and much to the surprise of the Personnel Director he 
has received thirty applications for the six positions. He rushes into the 
Superintendent's office. ‘Laura, for the first time in several years we 
have the opportunity to y'grade our teaching staff if we institute some 
major changes in our teacher evaluation program. Are you interested?' 
She replies, ‘Yes. Put together your views on the subject, and get them 
to me as soon as possible. By the way, I want to know what the 
trade-offs are. Nothing comes without a price'. 

The Personnel Director returns to his office and starts to compose 
the following memo (see note number 3 for references and additional 
comments relating to the contents of this memo):^ 

To: Laura Jones, Superintendent 

From: Sam Bradbury, Director of Certificated Personnel 

Subject: Teacher evaluation 

As a follow-up to our recent conversation, I am sharing with 
you my view's about the follow'ing five issues: 
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1 the selection of teachers; 

2 the importance of the tenure decision; 

3 the evaluation of probationary teachers; 

4 the trade-offs; and 

5 the next steps. 



Teacher Selection 

We have thirty applicants for six positions. The information 
which we have on these people is not very helpful. Each of these 
placement files reads like an obituary: born in Hamlet, USA; 
went to school at; married to so and so; active in such and such 
organizations; ad nauseum. The recommendations of the stu- 
dent teaching supervisors and the college professors resemble 
the teacher evaluations of some of our principals. The state- 
ments are filled with nothing but generalities (mostly glowing) 
and double-talk. We need better information on which to base 
our decisions; I recommend that we do the following: 

(a) Ask three of our best teachers and three of our best teacher 
evaluators to review the recommendations in these place- 
ment files and to prepare a memo that we whll send to 
university placement officers. This memo should identify 
statements which our teachers and evaluators consider 
meaningless and should provide examples of the kinds of 
information which this team finds helpful. We need to 
make clear to these placement officers that their candidates 
will be at a distinct disadvantage if their recommendations 
are non-informative. 

(b) Encourage, if not require, newly trained applicants to 
submit video-tapes (30-45 minutes) of themselves pre- 
senting a lesson during their student teaching. 

(c) Require the finalists for teaching positions to prepare a 
lesson based on an objective formulated by the selection 
team(s). Each finalist will be expected to teach the lesson 
to a small group of students while being observed by 
members of the selection committee. 
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Importance of the Tenure Decision 

leased on years of experience in this district, 1 think that we have 
been too casual about the tenure decision, and we have paid a 
high price for our easygoing attitude. It\ clear to me now that 
the tenure decision is the last opportunity we have to entorce 
high performance standards on mir teaclu.ig statt. Once they 
receive tenure, thev have to be a blatant tailure betore we can 
get rid of them. Every time we make a mistake, it means lots ot 
problems down the road. Students get shortchanged; parents 
eventually complain; and admmistrattirs wind up spending an 
iiuirdinate amount of time and energy trying to rescue the 
unsalvageable. 1 think that we can avoid most of these problems 
by treating the tenure decision tor what it is, the single most 
unps)rtant personnel decision we make. Betore we assume a 
million dollar obligation to a teacher and limit our future 
institutional riexibihty. u e need considerable assurance that our 
decision to grant tenure is the right one. 



Evaluation of Probationary Teachers 



I think that we shtnild redesign our teacher evaluation system to 
reriect the importance ot the tenure decision. Our resources 
(chieriy time, energy, people and money) are limited, and wc 
should allocate them where we are likely to receive the greatest 
return. In my judgment, the evaluation ot probationary 
teachers and the decision to grant or deny tenure should receive 
the top priority. In redesigning our system to reflect the 
overriding importance of evaluating probationary teachers, we 
should be hard on the standards but soft on the people. The 
features of our evaluation system should echo these concerns. 



Hard Oil the Standards 

The most problematic issue is standards. Tin inclined to make it 
as hard for teachers to obtain tenure as it is for them to lose 
tenure. (Tnce teachers have acquired tenure, we can’t dismiss 
them unless wc can prove that they are incompetent. Dismissal 
isn’t easy because we must prove by a preponderance of the 
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evidence that the teacher is really incompetent. This standard of 
proof is the same one that we should use in making the tenure 
decision. I dusted ott one ot the legal references which I haven’t 
used tor several years to find out what this term means. 
According to one expert on school law, 

The courts have often defined the term ‘preponderance 
ot the evidence’, since it is the general standard’ used in 
civil cases. The phrase probably is most easily under- 
stood as meaning a majority of the evidence, or 51 per 
cent. It has also been defined as the greater weight of the 
evidence that is credible and convincing and ‘best 
accords with reason and probability’. To prove by a 
preponderance ot the evidence means . . . that ‘the 
evidence must when considered tairly and impartially, 
induce a reasonable belief that the fact in issue is true’. 

His comments reveal some of the ambiguity inherent in using 
th is standard of proof But you know, as well as I do, that the 
measurement of teacher effectiveness is an inexact science. 
Under these conditions, it makes sense to use a standard which 
reflects the subjective, judgmental nature of teacher evaluation 
and which calls for credible, convincing evidence to support the 
judgment. This evidence should induce a reasonable belief that 
the teacher satisfactorily meets the criteria which we currently 
use in evaluating teachers (for example, ability to maintain 
discipline and impart subject matter). Moreover, the evidence 
should focus on the teacher’s current performance and not on 
his or her potential to become a competent teacher. I’ve been 
burned too many times by evaluators who thought they could 
foretell the future. 

To me fully competent means more than satisfactory 
performance in terms of our criteria. Fully competent signifies 
that the teacher possesses at least one quality which sets him/her 
apart from most of the teachers on our teaching staff This 
quality (I choose to call it the flair factor) should be of special 
significance or value to some or all of our students. If the 
teacher lacks this flair factor (for example, special talents in art 
or music, ability to work with students from different racial and 
ethnic backgrounds, and working knowledge of another lan- 
guage or culture), we shouldn’t consider him/her worthy of 
tenure. 



1 



o 

ERIC 



152 



Education at the Crossroads 



Soft ofi the People 

Since being hard on the standards and sott on the people sounds 
a bit contradictory, let me explain what 1 mean. Beginning 
teachers usually are left on their own to master the complexities 
of teaching If we are going to hold these teachers accountable 
for meeting stringent stanciards, we should abandon our ‘sink 
or swim' philosophy, Puring their probationary period, 
teachers should receive intensive care and assistance. We should 
help them to overcome their deficiencies and to extend their 
repertoire of teaching strategies (more about this later). In my 
experience, remediation doesn't work well with the veteran 
teachers, but chat doesn't mean it won't work with neophytes. 
I'd like to see us concentrate our in-service efforts on these 
inexperienced teachers, 

Being soft on the people also means that we should provide 
some assistance to the teachers who aren't granted tenure, C^\ er 
the years Tve been in a goexi position to observe what has 
happened to people when they lost their jobs. There is a 
common pattern. First, these people experience shock and 
disbelief; they feel like their whole world is coming to an end. 
Next, they become angry and are outraged at what has 
happened to them. Before long, they really start tc^ doubt 
themselves; when this happens, they usually become depressed. 
Finallv, they beg n to consider new job possibilities and to look 
for work. This whtde period is a seemingly endless ordeal. 1 tccl 
that we should help these people cope with this ditficult 
situation and assist them in making the transition. We've done 
this a time or two with our veteran teachers, and our efforts 
were suceessful, I'd like to extend this practice to the young 
teachers wh.o can t meet our standards tor tenure. This assist- 
ance may als-.^ help our principals cnlorce higher standards. 
Many of them are inclined to give a teacher the beiietit-ot-the- 
doubt because they feel guilt v about putting the teacher out ot 
work. 

Features of the Systan 

Designing a system of teacher evaluation which reflects the 
concerns 1 have just expressed is no simple task. It may even be 
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more difheult to implement one. in mv judgment, the s\stem 
tor ewdiutin^ prob.uioiury teaeh.ers should have the following 
tearures: 



1 } ( AvMni/m/c//; tvoni fZ/e re/' 

No plan tor evaluating; teaehers is mung to work without the 
total eommitinent and support of the Superintendent and the 
Hoard. I’lns eommitinent needs to be baeked up by resources 
and aetions. 1 can iinaL^ine that some of our deeisions to deiiv 
tenure may generate a eonsiderable amount of eoiiHiet. When, 
and it, the contro\ersy de\elops, you and the Bcurd ma\* be 
subjeeted to lots ot verbal abuse trom the teaeher's supporters. 
It the Hoard sueeumbs to this pressure and grants tenure, our 
prmeipals undoubtedK' will revert to their former lenient 
e\aluation praetiees. We need to antieipate that a stringent 
tenure pohey is likely to e\oke some strong negatwe reaetions 
and to assure our prmeipals that top management will not eave 
in under the pressure. 



[2} DLliH<ihlL .ntniii 

Cdirrentlv we esaliute teachers eni the basis ot the tollowing 
eriteria; (a) knowledge of subjeet matter; (b) ability to impart 
this knowledge etteetively; (e) ability to maintain elassroom 
discipline; (d) ability to maintain a suitable classroom climate; 
and (e) abilite to establish rapport with parents and students. 
These criteria are too vague to withstand judicial serutinv. We 
need to identity a set ot indicators tor each of these criteria in an 
ettort to !^t teachers anci evaluators know what our expectations 
are. Otherwise, teachers will be struggling blindly to meet 
undefined and unknown performance expectations. There is an 
abundance ot research on teaching efteeti\eness, and I suspect 
that It might be helpful to us in selecting and eonstrueting these 
indicators. C^ur own master teachers will have a lot to offer as 
w ell. 



(3') Multiple souuis of nudaiic 

tarher I maintained that we should adopt ‘a preponderance of 
the cN'idence' as the standard of proof tor determining whether 
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probationary teachers ar^ competent classroom teachers. In my 
opinion, this evidence should be based on more chan the 
observations ot principals. Because no single source ot evidence 
IS an adequate and valid indicator of teacher ettectivcncss, we 
should use a variety of sources to evaluate probationary teachers. 

1 think the following types of evidence are worth considering: 
(a) principal observations; (b) student performance; (c) teacher- 
made materials; (d) teacher coinnients on student work; (e) peer 
observations; (f) student ratings; and (g) parent views. Perhaps, 
we could e\'en consider some radical alternatives. For example, 
we might give probationary teachers an opportunity to present 
iIk m ^st persuasive case they can on behalf of their ow’ii com- 
petency in the classroom. 1 his opportunity might stimulate 
them to think seriouslv about what it means to be a competent 
teacher and to look at the e\ idence which bears on this issue. 
I his self-evaluation could be considered along with the other 
r\ pcs of c\uiencc in judging whether the preponderance ot the 
cx idence induces a reasonable behet that the teacher is in tact 
ssnnpcteiu. 



(4) Stiiff d('vi lop}Hi'tit 

W e should institute two kinds of protessional assistance pre.g- 
rams for probationarv teachers, and participation in these 
programs should be entirely voluntary. The tirst ot these 
proitrams would be oriented to ot teachers. This Protes- 

sional Development Program (PDP) w ould tocus on strategies 
and techniques for dealing etfectively with the common prob- 
lems of I- ginning teachers: dis^npline; classroom management; 
lesson design; and lesson implementation. In adJuion, the PDP 
staff could demonstrate a variety of instructional strategies and 
mtrodiiee teachers to various ways ot obtaining teedback frc. i 
students about what's happening in the classroom. 

The second urogram w’ould be geared to uidividual 
teachers. My first impulse was to call this program the Staff 
Assistance Progran\ but the acronym (SAP^ evoked the wrong 
reaction. At this point Pm inclined to call it the Instructional 
Assistance Program (lA!^). lAP staff members w'ould be avail- 
able to work with teachers in their classrooms in whatever 
capacity the teacher and the staff u' ember agreed was appropri- 
ate. Since we're not sure whether either of these programs will 
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be ctfective. I’d like to enter into a collaborative relationship 
with one of our local universities. Perhaps, one of these w^ould 
be interested in studying what is happening and providing us 
with clues about what w’orks and doesn’t work. 

Participation in PDP and lAP should be entirely voluntary. 
In the past our efforts to assist teachers have involved forced- 
feeding, 1 have serious doubts about the effectiveness of requir- 
ing or urging teachers to seek help. Unless teachers want 
assistance and believe it’s necessary, they aren’t likely to profit 
trom it. We have a respc^nsibility to offer the assistance and to 
let teachers know' what is available. Whether they elect to use it 
shc^uld be left up to them and shouldn’t figure in their evalua- 
tions. Principals are inclined to be lenient with teachers who arc 
making an all-out effort to do a good job, Wc want our 
principals to judge teachers primarily on performance and 
resulcs, not ettort. Good performance, not a ‘good attitude’, 
should be our overriding coiicern. 

( 5 ) Personal assisiiuia' 

C^ver the years I have been surprised at the number of teachers 
who were doing poorly in the classroom because they were 
having personal problems. Eventually marital problems, finan- 
cial hardships, family troubles, legal difficulties, and the like 
spill c^ver into the classroom. It w^c can assist teachers in 
navigating these troubled waters, I am reasonably confident 
that WT can avoid or minimize the deleterious effects of these 
personal problems on their classroom performance. An Em- 
ployee Assistance Program (EAP) is in everybody’s best in- 
terests. Private business and universities have recognized the 
value of these programs and have used them with good results. 
Wc should follow their lead. 

The EAP should also help those teachers w'ho don’t receive 
tenure to cope with the disappointment and to make the 
transition to othei employment. At this point I am uncertain 
about how' these services should be provided. Until we know- 
how effective they arc, we might contract with outside firms 
for these services rather than offer them through our owm 
personnel department. 
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(6) Evaluator cofnpetaicc 

Principal competence in the area of teacher evaluation is a major 
problem. One ot the reasons principals do an inadequate job in 
this area is that they are poorly trained by colleges and 
universities to handle this responsibility. To compensate for the 
inetfectual preparation ot most administrators, we need to 
institute an in-service training program for those who lack the 
necessary skills. This program should focus on developing the 
following skills: (a) the ability to describe and analyze what is 
happening in the classroom; (b) the ability to use multiple 
sources of evidence in evaluating a teacher’s performance; (c) 
the ability to communicate negative information in a direct 
manner; (d) the ability to conduct conferences with teachers 
regarding their instructional performance; (e) the ability to 
prepare a thorough, comprehensive review of a teacher’s per- 
formance for the Tenure Committee (more about this Com- 
mittee later); and (f) knowledge of the legal basis of teacher 
evaluation. I have purposely omitted skills in diagnosing the 
cause(s) ot a teacher’s poor performance and in prescribing 
remediation. If teachers are having difficulty in the classroom, it 
is their responsibility to seek help through our assistance 
programs (PDP, lAP, and EAP) and to use these services to 
figure out what’s wrong and what can be done to correct the 
situation. The principal orchestrates the evaluation. However, 
teachers bear the responsibility for correcting the problems 
which have been identified in the evaluation. We need to make 
clear that u is their problem and that w^e will provide assistance 
but only it they want it and request it. 



(7) SuJjKieti! resources 

This plan isn’t likely to work unless our principals have the 
resources they need to get the job done. The most critical 
resource is time. The scarcity of this resource is apt to cripple 
any efforts on our part to institute reforms in the teacher 
evaluation program. One of the ways in which we can safe- 
guard their time is to limit the number of probationary teachers 
assigned to any school site. If we can limit this number to two 
or three probationary teachers a year, principals probably can 
handle the increased demands. We need to be sensitive to the 
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time problem and take whatever steps are necessary to ensure 
tliat the time is available for them to conduct thorough evalua- 
tions of the noil-tenured teachers. 

I also think that we should provide our evaluators with 
access to prospective counseling. It’s an emotionally draining 
experience to confront teachers with negative information, and 
teachers otten behave in unpredictable ways when they are 
criticized by supervisors. One ot our principals rehearses poten- 
tially difficult conferences with a counselor w'ho plays the role 
ot the teacher. This particular principal has found these dress 
rehearsals really iisetul and recommends that we make such a 
service available to all evaluators. 



(8) l^rin'-ipal acioutitahility 

A large number of the personnel problems which have surfaced 
in recent years are due in part to the evaluation practices of our 
principals. Some of them are inclined to be too lenient because 
they want to avoid unpleasantness and to promote good 
relationships with their teachers. We should take several steps to 
discourage this practice. First, we need to let principals know 
that the evaluation of probationary teachers is of highest 
priority. It soinething has to be slighted, it shouldn’t be the 
evaluation ot these teachers. Second, we need to review the 
observations and the w'rittcn reports of principals and provide 
them with feedback about the strengths and weaknesses of these 
documents. Third, w'e should keep track of the tenure recom- 
mendations of principals and monitor how these teachers 
perform over time. The hits and misses of principals should be 
incorporated into their annual evaluations. Finally, if a tenured 
her subsequently experiences difficulty in the classroom and 
15 referred to my office for ‘counseling’, 1 think it would be a 
good idea to name the person who recommended this teacher 
for tenure in my semi-annual report to the Board. 

(9) Tenure Committee 

To underscore the importance of tenure and to ensure a wise 
decision on this matter, we should institute a Tenure Commit- 
tee. This newly-created Committee should consist of three 
persons: (a) an administrator; (b) a tenured teacher who has 
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knowledge ot' the probationary teacher's grade level, subject 
matter and teaching context; and (c) a teacher from within the 
system who is appointed by the teacher's union. As I envision 
it. the task ot these Tenure Committees is two-told: (i) to 
discuss the principal's review of the teacher's performance to see 
if It warrants by a preponderance ot the evidence the granting ot 
tenure; and (ii) to render judgments on this issue. Each member 
of the Tenure Committee would be expected to declare his or 
her opinion (yes or no) and to state the reasons for i ^her 
judgment. The Committee's report, along with the principal's 
review, would be forwarded to the Superintendent and the 
Board of Education for a final decision on tenure. 

(10) I'aciilty staffiasi plan 

We have gone through some hard tunes over the past eight 
\ears: budget squeeze, declining enrollments, layotfs, torced 
resignations, and involuntary early retirements. Much ot the 
pain we experienced could have been avoided. It our predeces- 
sors had done sonic forward planning and considered district 
needs and circumstances at the time ot granting tenure, they 
could have spared us this nightmare. I don t want to put the 
next generation through these same ditticulties. 

In recasting our approach to probationary teachers, I 
firmly believe we should make it explicit that the decision to 
grant tenure is based on (a) individual merit, and (b) institu- 
tional needs. Betore awarding tenure, the Board should con- 
sider information about the qualifications of the teacher and 
information about the institution. This institutional intorma- 
tion should be updated annually and include data like the 
tollowing: number ot teachers by grade level and subject 
matter, tenure status ot these teachers, projected retirement 
dates for teachers, projected attrition of tenured teachers for 
reasons other than retirement, projected enrollments for each 
grade over the next five to ten years, current and projected 
financial resources, progress in meeting our affirmative action 
commitments, projected changes in the character of our 
student population, and implications ot these changes for our 
curriculum and teaching staff 

If the Board takes information like this into account when 
making tenure decisions, I am contident that w'e can retain the 
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flexibility needed to deal with future conditions and circum- 
stances — at least the ones we can foresee. Moreover, if we 
begin to suspect that our flexibility is in jeopardy, we can 
toughen the standards for granting tenure. In chat event no 
teacher would receive tenure unless (s)he was truly exceptional. 



The Trade-Offs 

There are trade-otts associated with implementation of this 
plan. Moreover, the costs are substantial. 

Lt's< Attention to the Hnaliuition and Development of our 
Tenured Teachers 

It this proposal is implemented, we will pay markedly less 
attention to the performance of our tenured teachers. In my 
judgment we currentlv aren't devoting as much attention or as 
many resources to these teachers as we should. Nonetheless, I 
believe my proposal is feasible only if we spend even less. If we 
do neglect these teachers, there is likely to be a cost. 

Recently I was reading several research reports on teacher 
evaluation, and the results were consistent. Evaluation does 
make a difference in teaching ’ erformance and student achieve- 
ment. Frequency of evaluation and the imposition of sanctions 
(for example, 90-day notices for incompetency and forced 
resignations) arc positively related to teaching effectiveness and 
student performance on statewide achievement tests. If you are 
interested in seeing these reports. I'll dig them out of my files. 



Afore Time Spent on Recruitment and Selection 

On the assumption that probationary teachers are more likely to 
be denied tenure than to be granted it, I am certain that we will 
be spending much more time, energy, and money on recruit- 
ment and selection. It's quite possible that ‘more' may become 
excessive or unrealistic. Without experience I really can't be anv 
more specific than that. Time is a scarce resource, and it could 
become a serious problem. 
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More lirrors m Dcnynii^ l aiurc 

13 y nuking it more difficult for teachers to obtain tenure, we 
may increase the number of erroneous tenure denials. Under 
my proposal teachers would not be given the benetit-ot-the- 
doiibt. It IS quite conceivable that some of the teachers who are 
denied tenure may be late bloomers and would become fully 
competent teachers it they were given several more years to 
prove themselves. 

More Strain on Prohationary Teachers 

The first few years of teaching are stressful for most teachers. 
When tenure becomes more difficult to obtain, these probation- 
ary teachers will experience an added strain. Moreover, it s 
quite possible that these teachers will resent the prospects of 
being released when they realize that they are equal to or better 
than some ot the teachers who already have tenure. It this 
resentment occurs, we could have a serious morale problem on 
our hands. 



More Money 

Right now we are living on a shoe string. Even it we reallocated 
some of our existing resources to this plan, there probably 
wouldn't be enough money to underw'rite it. We might solve 
this problem by emulating some ot our neighboring districts 
which have been successful in establishing educational founda- 
tions. Local citizens seem willing to make tax deductible 
contributions for worthy purposes like upgrading teacher quali- 
ty. If we can't increase income, we might be able to reduce costs 
by cooperating with other districts. Some features of this plan 
(for example, in-service training tor administrators and a 
Professional nevelopment Program for teachers) can be funded 
and jointly shared by several districts* 
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Next Steps 

It you aren't overwhelmed hy the trade-otVs which 1 have 
toresliadovved. I’d like to share this memo w ith the Board, the 
leaders ot the teachers' union, and the principals. My previous 
experience with the union suggests that it would he a mistake to 
sotten the proposal in anticipation ot a negative reaction. I he 
vast iiiajority ot teachers in this district are competent, dedi- 
cated individuals who don't want marginal or incompetent 
teachers in their profession. Moreover, oiii teachers will have 
their own views about how to improve the processes for 
awarding tenure in this district. I'd like to hear these views 
betore we reach closure on this important issue. After you have 
digested the contents of this proposal, let's talk about w hat voii 
think are the appropriate next steps. 

Later that week the Personnel Director and the Superintendent 
meet to discuss the contents ot the memo. The Superintendent 
generally tavors the plan, but she w’ants the Personnel Director to 
delete the discussion of prospective counseling before the memo is 
circulated to the Board and the teachers’ union. Although the Superin- 
tendent endorses the idea, she is uneasy about sharing this information 
with the union. 

While the Board and the teachers' union debate the merits of the 
Personnel Director's proposal, he proceeds w'ith the selection of the six 
teachers who w'lll be adcled to the district's teaching staff. The 
Personnel Director invites twelve applicants to participate in the final 
screening and arranges for each of them to present a demonstration 
lesson before the selection panel. The panel selects six of the finalists; 
the choices are unanimous. 

Meanwhile back at the bargaining table, the Board and the 
teachers’ union agree to adopt a modified version of the Personnel 
Director s plan. Although the Board recognizes that principals will 
need to increase the time devoted to evaluating probationary teachers. 
It is unwilling to authorize a reduction in the frequency with which 
tenured teachers are evaluated. The Board also questions the wisdom of 
using self-evaluations as part of the tenure review process and rejects 
this aspect of the plan. The teachers' union objects to several features of 
the proposal as well. As a result of these objections, student ratings arc 
not used to evaluate probationary teachers and eligibility for the three 
teacher assistance plans (PDP. lAP and EAP) is broadened to include 
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tenured teachers. A non-profit educational foundation is formed to 
provide fniaiicial support for the teacher assistance plans and the 
in-service training program for principals. 

As a time conservation measure, each of the six teachers is assigned 
to a different principal. The principals spend considerable time m the 
classrooms of these teachers and in conferring with them about their 
performance.^ Five of the teachers experience some difficulties in the 
classroom, and their principals are forthright in pointing out these 
weaknesses and problems. All of these teachers choose to participate in 
the Professional l^evelopment and Instructional Assistance Programs. 
By the end of the probationary period, two ot these teachers have 
shown marked improvement and are recommended tor tenure. The 
one teacher who has performed satisfactorily throughout the entire 
probationary period is also recommended tor tenure by the l^rincipal 
and the Tenure C'ommittee. The three teachers who have been denied 
tenure receive help through the Employee Assistance Program in 
making the transition to other lines ot work. One ot these teachers 
decides to look for another teaching position betore seeking employ- 
ment outside the tield ot education. 



Post- 7 cm nr 

Several ve.irs pass. One of the teachers resigns to pursue a more 
lucrative career. Another begins to experience ditficiilties in the class- 
room which stem trom problems at home. This teacher is going 
through a di\ orce, and she is unable to cope with it. She requests help 
through the Employee Assistance ITogram, and within three months 
she has pieced her personal hte back together. She, like the third 
member ot her cohort, is now doing a tine job in the classroom. 

This pattern repeats itself over the next few years. Many teachers 
are hired, but only half of them are granted tenure. Some of these later 
leave for greener pastures. Fifteen years after the introduction ot the 
new tenure policy only 58 per cent of the entire teaching staff is on 
tenure. The district has been successful on two counts: (a) it has 
retained institutional flexibility; and (b) it has little, it any, deadwood 
on the teaching staff 

Faced with the prospects of another period of declining enroll- 
ments and budget cutbacks, the Personnel Director sits back in his chair 
and reflects on w^hat is happening. He is gratetul tor the toresight ot his 
predecesstir who retired three years ago. Because ot his torw'ard 
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planning and stringent tenure policy, the district has not found it 
necessary to use escape hatches to sidestep the problems posed by 
incompetent tenured teachers. Administrators also have been spared 
countless hours in trying to salvage veteran teachers who should never 
have been hired in the first place. Moreover, the district will be able to 
avoid the pain and agony of its neighbors. There will be no need to 
issue layoff notices and little or no need to pressure senior members of 
the teaching staff to resign or to retire early. Since some of the tactics 
which are being used to obtain resignations run against his moral grain, 
he prefers to be in a position where the district does not replace teachers 
who leave voluntarily or who fail to meet the standards for tenure. 
Finally, there is even the possibility that the district may be able to raise 
its standards for permanent employment; henceforth, only exceptional 
teachers may be granted tenure. Thanks to the foresight of his 
predecessor, the forthcoming period of retrenchment presents an 
opportunity, not a crisis, for the district. Fortunately, history has not 
repeated itself. 



Summary and Conclusion 

Nearly 400, ()()() new teachers will be hired in the public schools during 
the decade of the 1990s. This influx provides school districts with an 
opportunity to upgrade the quality of their teachers for future genera- 
tions of students. In an effort to foreshadow how school districts might 
respond to this opportunity, 1 have painted two scenarios entitled the 
The Perils and The Possibilities.^ 

The hrst scenario. The Perils, is patterned after the events 
described in chapters 2, 3 and 4. In this scenario, many teachers are 
hired in a relatively brief time span during a period of teacher scarcity. 
These teachers, including the weak ones, are not closely supervised 
during their probationary period and are given the benefu-of-the-doubt 
when the tenure decision is made. Their personnel records are filled 
with glowing generalities, double-talk, and inflated ratings. When 
problems later arise which cannot be ignored, administrators rely on 
escape hatches to sidestep or minimize the troubles created by the 
incompetent teachers. This response suffices until enrollments begin to 
fall and the district experiences a financial squeeze. At that point the 
incompetent teachers are returned to regular classroom teaching assign- 
ments. Parents complain about their children being shortchanged by 
these teachers. These complaints trigger abortive salvage attempts 
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which eventually result in efforts by administrators to secure a resigna- 
tion or an early retirement. In this scenario the influx of new teachers 
represents a lost opportunity and a repetition of history. 

The second scenario, The Possibilities, contains a proposal which 
seeks to avoid the problems of the past and to capitalize on the 
opportunity presented by hiring large numbers ot new teachers. This 
proposal draws heavily on the research that we have conducted, as well 
as a review of the literature that bears on the problems of poor 
performance and tenure. The policies and practices contained in this 
proposal attempt to deal constructively with the organizational realities 
faced by most school districts. Some ot these realities relate to the legal 
obstacles and financial burdens associated with dismissing tenured 
teachers, the indeterminacy inherent in teacher evaluation, the scarcity 
of time and other resources, the problematic effectiveness of remedia- 
tion with veteran teachers, and the changing fortunes of organizational 
life. The key elements of this proposal are as follows, (i) the concentra- 
tion of scarce resources on the selection, evaluation, and development 
of probationary teachers; (ii) the use of institutional need, as well as 
individual merit, in deciding whether teachers arc granted tenure; (iii) 
the adoption of more stringent procedures for awarding tenure; and (iv) 
the provision of outplacement counseling for those teachers who fail to 
receive tenure. 

If these two scenarios inspire administrators. Board members, and 
teachers to reflect on their own local personnel policies and practices 
and to institute changes \s hich alleviate the problem of teacher incom- 
petence. the purposes tor this book will have been accomplished. For, 
'one seeks "pre-vision" as much to "halt" a tuture as help it come into 
being' (Bell, 1964). 



Notes 



1 Some common rationalizations or excuses which arc currently being used 
by administrators to justify inaction are as follows; (i) 'It’s too costly’; (ii) 
‘You can never win’; and (iii) 'It’s too time consuming’. For ways of 
combatting these rationalizations see Bridges and Groves (1984). 

2 A new principal may mean trouble for the incompetent teacher. In some 
contexts everybody comes to accept a person s shortcomings and adjust to 
them, especially if the person has some strengths. A change of principals 
may upset the equilibrium, and (s)he may be less forgiving or understand- 
ing. If parents complain, the new principal may be even more likely to 
move against the incompetent teacher. 
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the reader who wishes to read Uirther about some of the ideas contained 
Ins memo, we will suggest additional references. Rather than sprinkle 
notes throughout the memo, we have chosen to cite the references in 
tion to the topics treated in it. Although this approach may represent a 
,)f inconvenience for the reader, wc felt that the placement of footnotes in 
memo would detract from its authenticity because mter-oftice com- 
iications do not ordinarily contain footnotes and references. 

I CiU her ^e/eefit^n 

Two of these methods are currently being used by a few districts in 
C^ilifornia. Nearly nine per cent of the 141 districts participating in the 
statewide surv ey reported that they required demonstration lessons as a 
part of the selection process; another 49 per cent indicated that they 
may use this method in the future. Video-tapes of lessons presented 
during student teaching were used much less Irequently (0.7 per cent); 
however, 46 per cent of the districts indicated that this method was 
under consideration. 
hnportdtue of f/ic U’unre 

For a useful discussion ot the strengths and weaknesses of altern.it ives 
t(^ tenure, see C'hait and Ford (1982). Although this book treats tenure 
in higher education, the analysis and the research results should be of 
value and interest to policy makers in elementary .md secondary 
education, We could locate no comparable work on tenure at the low'cr 
levels of education. 

Hard on the <tijndard> 

Fhe statement on the meaning ol the term, 'preponder.iiu e oi the 
evidenee'. is taken troni Rhay (1982), p. 62. 

According to Louis M. Smith, school oftieials in the Clavton, 
Missouri. School District refer to the flair factor as 'second suits*. I hese 
sec(.)nd suits are the things a teacher can and likes to do with students 
beyond what is expected of the regular classroom teacher. Districts 
which require teachers to possess a flair factor or a second suit are 
striving to use excellence, rather than competence, as a standard for 
judging teaching performance. 

Soft on the people 

See I ortie (197?^) for an insightful discussion and analv sis of the 
weaknesses inherent in the socialization experiences of teachers. The 
dynamics of job loss arc treated in Brainmer and 1 himberger (1984) 
anci Kaufman (1982). Both of these books deal with the personal and 
career problems engendered by job loss and offer constructive sugges- 
tions for helping people cope w ith these problems. 

(A^niniitment from the top 

Fhis commitment is a necessary ingredient of any effort to upgrade the 
quality of teaching; without this commitment the efforts are destined 
to fail. Tw'o of the ways m which the Board and Superintendent can 
demonstrate their commitment are as follows: (i) exhibit a concern for 
the role of trade-offs m collective bargaining and adopt priorities which 
reflect the district's commitment to quality instruction; and (ii) allocate 
the financial resources needed to implement the elements of a strong 
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readier evaluation program (tor example, inservicc education tor 
principals and remedial assistance tor teachers). See Bridges and Groves 
(1990) tor a discussion of the various techniques which can be used to 
heighten a district's concern for competent classroom performance. 

(f ) Defensihk’ criteria 

Medley ct al. (19H4) review the research on teacher effectiveness and 
provide educators with direct access to the tmdings ot this body of 
research. Moreover, these researchers indicate whether the behaviors 
are effective across particular grade levels, various socioeconomic 
levels of students, and outcomes (reading achievement, arithmetic 
achievement and attitudes toward self and school), 

(g'l Multiple sources of eiudeuce 

for a review of the research on the soundness and legal defensibihty of 
various types of informational sources, see Bridges and Groves (1990), 
riie authors review what is known about the soundness of these 
different tvpcs of information in promoting teacher improvement and 
m measuring overall teacher ettectiveness, 

(h) Sta/j (leirloptuaif 

See Wise el al. (1984) for a description of practices which arc currently 
being used by school districts to tester teacher growth and develop- 
ment. This research report reviews practices ot t('ur school districts 
that have exemplary programs. 
fO Personal a.'^ytsfanct' 

Hosokawa and Ihoreson (1984) provide a comprehensive view of 
employee assistance programs m higher education. 

(l) I’raliiator coutpefeuee 

I lie proticiency of evaluators is problematic in most districts and 
warrants special attention. See Bneiges and Groves (1990) for a 
discussion ot'a multifaceted approach to this vexatious problem. They 
identify the requisite competencies and discuss three types of com- 
petency assurance programs that are being used by some local school 
districts. 

(k) Suffiaent re sources 

If supervisors are to fultili their responsibilities for evaluating the 
instructional staff, they need a variety of resources. Specifically, 
supervisors need time, authority, access to remedial assistance, access 
to legal counsel, and support. Without these particular resources 
supervisors are unlikely to meet the organization's expectations even if 
thev are commuted to performing the appraisal function effectively 
and have the requisite skills and knowledge. Supervisory effort and 
ability are necessary but insufficient conditions for effective perform- 
ance appraisal; organizational resources also play a crucial role in the 
process of evaluating teachers. See Bridges and Groves (1990) for a 
discussion of these various resources. 

(l) Principal accountalnlilY 

Most school districts do not hold principals accountable for evaluating 
teachers and working with those who arc in difficulty (Groves, 1985). 
Pistricts which wish to hold principals accountable should adopt and 
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cntorcc policies which (i) discourage supervisors from inflating the 
evaluations of incompetent teachers; (ii) counter the tendencies of 
supervisors to postpone dealing with an incompetent teacher and to use 
rationalizations which bolster their procrastination; (iii) discourage 
supervisors from passing the poor performer to someone else in the 
district; and (iv) encourage principals to provide instructional lead- 
ership. See Bridges and Groves (1990) for examples of such policies. 

(m) Fiuulty staffifi\i plati 

Chait and Ford (1982) provide numerous examples of this practice 
among instrutions ot higher education. A simple way to begin is with 
an inventory of teacher resources within the district. A data base might 
be developed w'hich contains the following information about each 
teacher: Date of initial appointment, tenure status (date awarded tenure 
or tenure decision due), grade level(s) taught, subjects certified to 
teach, age, mandatory retirement date, sex, race, and current salary. 
This inlorniation can be used to provide annual answers to questions 
like the following: What proportion of our teaching staff has teiuirer 
What proportion of our staff has tenure by level taught (elementary and 
high school), subject matter area (math, English, science, etc ), sex, 
and racial group? How many mandatory retirements w’ill occur in each 
ot the next five years? Based on recent trends, what is the probability of 
voluntary retirement at age 55? 60? 65? On the average, what percen- 
tage of the teaching statt, by tenure status, departs voluntarily? On the 
average, what per cent of the probationary teachers do not earn 
appointment to tenure? What proportion of the current operating 
budget goes tor the salaries of tenured and non-tenured teachers? What 
proportion of the operating budget w ill go for the salaries of tenured 
and non-tenured teachers for each of the next five years? 

(n) Less attetuion to the evaluation and development of our tenured teachers 
The beneficial effects ot teacher evaluation and the imposition of 
sanctions arc reported in Natricllo (1984) and Groves (1985). The 
results of Groves' study arc consistent wnth the findings of O'Reilly 
(1980) who found that productivity in private business was enhanced 
by using negative sanctions against marginal employees. Groves 
discovered that student achievement in reading w'as positively associ- 
ated with the number of sanctions imposed by principals against 
incompetent teachers. 

(o) \tore errors in denying tenure 

One way of avoiding these cr>"ors is to have a relatively long 
probationary period, perhaps five to seven years. A two-year prob- 
ationary period docs not seem to provide sufficient time for the teacher 
who is having some ditficulties in the classroom but showing improve- 
ment to demonstate that s(hc) is capable of becoming a fully satisfac- 
tory teacher. 

(p) \lore money 

For a comprehensive discussion of public educational foundations, see 
Clay et al. (1985). This monograph describes the procedures for setting 
up a public school foundation, the legal and tax aspects of these 
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foundacioriS. and the various ways to raise money through this 
mechani‘^m. The timd-rnising activities winch they describe can b: 
used in a range of socioeconomic settings. 

4 The principal serves as the primary evaluator in the teacher evaluation plan 
oncliiied in this chapter, in 1 oledo, Ohio, teachers serve in this capacity and 
have sliow’n a willingness to deny probationary teachers tenure. See Wise ct 
ill. (T:;^S4) foi a description and analysis of the Toledo plan. 

5 I am mdebred to Lee Shulman for stimulating me to consider the use oi 
scenarios in framing this chapter. 
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Chapter 8 



Promoting Teacher Quality: 
Further Reflections 



Since the initial publication of this book. i. have continued to reflect on 
the problem of teacher incompetence and to re-examine my views on 
this important, but controversial, issue. In this final chapter I want to 
share with the reader tny current thoughts about five interrelated 
policy issues; (1) the possibilities and the prospects for improving the 
selection process; (2) the need to improve the ways in which teachers 
arc treated during the early stages of their career; (3) the meaning of 
fully competent’ performance as the basis for awarding tenure; (4) the 
standard of performance which is appropriate for revoking tenure; and 
(5) the importance of designing educational organizations which 
encourage educators to own, rather than deny or sidestep, the pro- 
blem of incompetence. These five issues, in my judgment, form the 
core of any con.-rerted effort to obtain and maintain a teaching forte 
that is capable of meeting the challenges which lie ahead. 



Selection 

My views on selection have changed substantially since this book was 
first published. At that time I equated selection with hiring; I now 
view selection as the tenure decision and hiring as an investigatory 
decision. Moreover, my views on the hiring process have also been 
revised. Reading the research and literature on personnel decisions 
produced these shifts. 

In Chapter 6 1 underscored the importance of making sound 
selection decisions. Like most writers on the subject, I emphasized 
ways in which school districts might obtain valid information about 
applicants tor teaching positions during the hiring process. Retrospec- 
tively, I realize that this perspective on the problem was myopic. 
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School districts wish to predict how applicants are likely to be- 
have in particular contexts. When making hiring decisions, districts 
should consider two types of information: (1) information about the 
candidate’s behavior and (2) information about the context in which 
this behavior has been and will be exhibited. A district can expect to 
make more accurate predictions if it observes an applicant s behavior 
in a context that is maximally similar to the one in which he will later 
perform. By way of example, the district, as part of the hiring 
process, should observe applicants teaching students in a setting max- 
imally similar to the one for which they arc being hired. If the 
applicant is expected to teach two different types ot classes (c.g., 
English for college-bound and remedial students), the candidate 
should be observed in both situations. For those applicants who have 
previous experience but cannot be observed by district officials, in- 
lormation should be gathered about the nature of the candidate s 
previous teaching assignments and his performance in each of these 
assignments. 

To my knowledge, no school district explicitly collects informa- 
tion about the context in which a candidate has taught and uses this 
information in making hiring decisions. The shortsightedness ot this 
approach became apparent to me when I was working with a local 
school district that was interested in learning from its hiring mistakes. 
The first teacher whom we examined had a superb evaluation from her 
student teaching supervisor. The supervisor maintained that the person 
was the strongest student teacher he had worked with in twenty-five 
years; he documented this assertion extensively. This reference, con- 
firmed by phone, played a crucial role in the district’s hiring decision. 
Throughout the year the teacher was an excellent performer with the 
students in her advanced math classes; however, she was a disaster 
with students in basic and general math. As we studied the teacher s 
employment file, we discovered that the student teaching supervisor 
had observed the student in only one type of setting — advanced 
math. His evaluation accurately predicted the student’s teaching per- 
formance in a similar context. Alas, the district needed the teacher to 
perform in different contexts, and she was unable to do it even with 
assistance. Perhaps districts can improve their ratio of hits to misses 
by describing the context(s) in which the person will be expected to 
perform and then seeking to gather information about the behavior of 
applicants in these various contexts. The axiom, ‘Past behavior is the 
best predictor of future behavior’, should be amended to read. Past 
behavior is the best predictor of future behavior when the contexts are 
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similar’. This ‘behavior-context consistency’ view of selection now 
figures prominently in my thinking about the subject. 

Although I earnestly believe that school districts can pick more 
winners and fewer losers by using the ‘behavior-context consistency’ 
approach to hiring teachers, I, paradoxically, am less optimistic than I 
was about a district’s capacity to predict the quality of a person’s 
teaching performance. My diminished optimism stems from reading 
reviews of the research on the validity and fairness of employee 
selection procedures (Ghiselli, 1973; Reilly and Chao, 1982; Schmitt 
ct aL, 1984). Reilly and Chao (1982) reviewed the research on eight 
different alternatives to the use of paper-and-pencil tests. Like other 
reviewers, they found that interviews, self-assessments, reference 
checks, academic achievement, expert judgment, and projective tech- 
niques had levels of validity generally below those reported for paper- 
and-pencil tests. Only biodata and peer evaluation had validities 
substantially equal to those for standardized tests. Given the relatively 
low validity coefficients for these tests (.35 when using proficiency 
criteria; see Ghiselli, 1973), there is little reason to expect that school 
officials will achieve better results for a complex job like teaching even 
when the contexts are taken into account. 

In light of these results across a range of jobs, occupations, and 
selection procedures, I now believe that it makes more sense to view 
the initial hiring decision as an inuest^^atory decision, not as a selection 
decision. When other factors arc considered, this altered view seems 
even more plausible. Colleges and universities do not perform their 
screening function well, nor do they generally prepare teachers fully 
to cope with the realities of classroom teaching. Moreover, the scho- 
lastic aptitude test scores of individuals who are electing teaching as a 
career have dropped in recent years (Kerr, 1983), and the prospects for 
reversing this trend arc slim. It is unlikely that the prestige and salaries 
of teachers, relative to other occupations, will change dramatically. In 
short, there are reasonable grounds for questioning the ability of some 
newcomers ‘to stand and deliver’. 

When the hiring decision is viewed as an investigatory decision, it 
merely represents a decision to obtain additional information about 
the individual’s performance once he has been hired. In effect, the 
district is saying. 



Based on the information which we now have, we think your 
potential is promising enough that we intend to give you an 
opportunity to prove yourself in our district. We also intend 
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to create conditions where your potential can be realized. 
However, there is always the possibility that we have mis- 
gauged your potential, lr.^ this event, you will not be granted 
tenure. Unfortunately, our hiring process is not fool-proof. 



Treatment of New Hires 

During the past two years, I have come to appreciate more fully that 
competent performance is primarily a function of three factors: (1) the 
level of demands inherent in a teacher’s assignment; (2) the organiza- 
tional resources which a teacher has to meet these demands; and (3) 
the personal resources which the teacher brings to the role. Since all 
three of these factors are problematic for beginning teachers, 1 now 
recognize how important it is for school districts to create conditions 
which are more conducive to becoming a fully competent teacher. In 
line with this view, the probationary period should be a time for 
beginners to improve, as well as prove, their competence. Moreover, 
they should prove themselves in assignments which represent a 
reasonable level of difficulty in terms of organizational demands and 
resources. 

Compared with veteran teachers, beginners often face greater 
demands and have fewer organizational resources. They typically are 
assigned more of everything — more preparations, more extra- 
curricular duties, more students who are viewed as tough to teach 
(e.g., behavior problems, learners with special needs, and limited 
English speaking), and more locations (rooms or buildings^ in which 
to teach. Although beginning teachers generally face more challenging 
assignments, they are likely to possess fewer organizational resources 
to meet these demands. When teachers resign or retire, the veterans, 
not the beginners, inherit the supplies, materials, and equipment from 
those who have left. Veteran teachers also have accumulated numer- 
ous resources over the years through their own efforts. Unless these 
veterans share their ‘wealth’, the newcomers are apt to be resource 
poor relative to their senior colleagues. 

Even if beginners received adequate resources and assignments 
with a reasonable level of difficulty, their capacity to deliver a com- 
petent classroom performance is problematic. Beginners commonly 
lack the personal resources and skills to handle the complexities of 
teaching. When they graduate from college, they are not finished 
products; they are burgeoning professionals who require substantive 
and emotional support to develop their own inner resources. Without 
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this support, the beginner’s growth as a competent professional may 
be temporarily thwarted or permanently and irreversibly stunded. 
Regrettably, such support is the exception; ‘sink or swim’ is the rule 
(Lortie^ 1977). 

The combination of fewer resources and a more demanding work 
assignment is not conducive to improving or proving oneself as a fully 
competent teacher. If this situation is to be redressed, admii.istrators 
and veteran teachers must share the responsibility. Organizational 
resources are relatively fixed and scarce; they arc unlikely to be com- 
mitted to beginning teachers unless teachers and administrators agree 
to the reallocation. Creating more reasonable teaching assignments for 
beginners also poses a challenge to educators. Teaching assignments 
profoundly influence two critical aspects of a teacher’s work life — the 
psychic rewards and the level of effort. Providing beginning teachers 
with less demanding teaching assignments may mean diminished 
psychic rewards and increased effort for veteran teachers. In such 
instances, changes are likely to occur only if the veterans on the 
teaching staff are willing to assume a more difficult teaching assign- 
ment. There are grounds for optimism because teachers in some 
schools have already exhibited the strong sense of professionalism 
needed to make this sacrifice (Szabo, 1990). 

Granting Tenure 

My views on the granting of changed. In Chapter 7, 

speaking through a memo written by a hypothetical personnel direc- 
tor, I argued two main points. First, tenure should not be automatic 
the way it often is now; rather, tenure should be granted only if there 
is ample evidence to substantiate the claim that the teacher is worthy 
of tenure. Second, tenure should be granted to those who are ‘fully 
competent’. By fully competent, I meant that the person satisfied the 
criteria which are used to evaluate teachers and possess at least one 
quality (a flair factor) which sets him apart from most of the teachers 
already on the teaching staff. This flair factor might be special talents 
in art or music, ability to work with students from difTcrcnt ethnic 
and racial backgrounds, or working knowledge of another language 
or culture. I continue to believe that tenure should not be granted 
unless the preponderance of the evidence elicits a reasonable belief that 
the teacher is fully competent. However, I have changed my views on 
what it means to be fully competent. 
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Fully competent should mean that the teacher has demonstrated 
in multiple contexts his ability to satisfy the criteria which are used to 
evaluate teachers. These contexts should be differentiated primarily on 
the ability, ethnic status, and socio-economic status of students. If dis- 
tricts use this definition of ‘fully competent’, they need to evaluate the 
performance of the probationary teacher in different teaching assign- 
ments. No teacher should be granted tenure unless he demonstrates 
that he is competent in teaching the full range of students represented 
in the district (excluding those who have severe learning disabilities or 
handicaps). If the teacher is unable to cope effectively with this di- 
versity, he should be denied tenure unless he is truly gifted in teaching 
a particular type of student. 

My reasons for rc-defining the meaning of fully competent stem 
in part from my subsequent reflections on how administrators deal 
with tenured teachers who are incompetent. As I pointed out in 
Chapter 2, some administrators use various escape hatches to skirt the 
problems created by incompetent teachers. One of these escape hatch- 
es is reassignment of such teachers to a school or a class which is 
attended primarily by students from educationally, socially, or econo- 
mically disadvantaged backgrounds. This questionable practice 
violates the Fourteenth Amendment of the US Constitution. Passed 
shortly after the Civil War, this amendment aspired to grant equal 
protection and due process to the newly treed slaves. Ironically, more 
than a century later, teachers have acquired the rights to due process, 
and these rights have contributed indirectly to the denial of equal 
protection and educational opportunities for students from disadvan- 
taged backgrounds. Once teachers receive tenure and begin to man- 
ifest performance problems, disadvantaged students may become the 
victims of a complaint-driven approach to teacher evaluation. They 
should not be shortchanged because their parents are less likely to 
complain than the parents of middle-class students. By insisting on 
the competence of teachers to teach the full range of students prior to 
being granted tenure, districts lessen the probability that students of 
any race, creed, color, or ability will be cheated. 

I have also been influenced by two societal trends. Increasingly, 
students who attend the public schools are being drawn from non- 
white and non-middle class backgrounds. In California, for example, 
the minorities have become the majority. This rend, when combined 
with the historic inability of schools to close the achievement gap 
between students of differing social, economic, and ethnic back- 
grounds, augers serious problems ahead. It is imperative for the future 
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welfare and stability of our society that students from these back- 



grounds receive fully competent instruction. My revised notion of 
what it means to be fully competent in relation to tenure reflects a 
concern for societal stability, as well as social justice and educational 
equity. 



Revoking Tenure 

The standard of performance for determining whether there is cause 
for dismissing a tenured teacher is set much too low. Incompetence 
has come to mean blatant failure in performing one’s duties. Students 
have an interest in and a right to a quality education because it exerts a 
profound effect on their future life chances. To presume, as we do 
now, that the teacher’s employment interests override the students’ 
interest in a quality education unless there is egregious failure is 
indefensible. We need to adopt a standard for revoking tenure that 
restores the balance between these potentially competing interests. 
This standard is marginal performance, not incompetence. 

By marginal performance I mean that the person's performance falls 
just short of fulfilling one or more of the professional duties of a teacher. The 
local board, in consultation or negotiations with the teachers’ associa- 
tion, should determine what these duties are. Scriven’s (1988) list of 
professional duties provides a worthwhile starting point for these 
discussions: 

1 Know the subject matter; 

2 Design instruction; 

3 Select and create materials; 

4 Construct tests; 

5 Grade or mark students’ performance; 

6 Provide information to students about their achievements; 

7 Provide information to administration; 

8 Provide information to parents, guardians, and authorities; 

9 Use resources; 

10 Communicate effectively; 

11 Manage the classroom; 

12 Engage in self-evaluation and development; 

13 Render service to the profession; and 

14 Acquire and use knowledge of the school and community. 



176 




Promoting Teacher Quality: Further Reflections 



When attempting to demonstrate that a teacher is a marginal 
performer, a school district would have a two-fold obligation: (1) 
offer a reasonable basis for the judgment that students are not receiv- 
ing a quality education from the teacher and (2) provide evidence to 
substantiate its claim that the teacher’s performance falls just short of 
fulfilling one or more of his/her professional duties. If state legisla- 
tures replace incompetence with marginal performance as grounds for 
dismissal, administrators can hold tenured teachers accountable for a 
higher and more reasonable standard of performance than now exists. 
Moreover, since marginal performance is easier to prove than in- 
competence, administrators are apt to be more willing to confront 
teachers who are shortchanging students in the classroom. 

In addition to revising the standard for revoking tenure, state 
legislatures should curtail the opportunities to appeal dismissal deci- 
sions. There should be no appeals for decisions made by a hearing 
officer. Commission on Professional Competence, or other impartial 
third party not directly affiliated with the district. Binding arbitration 
works well for resolving disputes over collective bargaining agree- 
ments; the decision of the arbitrator is final and unappealable. 

Tenured teachers should receive due process; however, they, as 
well as school districts, should have only one bite at the apple. The 
tenured teacher deserves to be protected against arbitrary and un- 
reasonable treatment; proceedings conducted by an impartial third 
party who has no direct stake in the outcome serve this purpose well. 



The Centrality of Problem Ownership 

In retrospect, my initial analysis underestimated the significance of 
one variable — owning the problem. Based on my research, I knew 
that administrators were reluctant to confront poor performers and 
that teachers reacted defensively when they were confronted. What I 
did not fully appreciate was how the responses of both teachers and 
administrators reflected a failure to own the problem. Nor did 1 realize 
how resistant people are to owning their problems and doing some- 
thing about them. These insights emerged from reading two quite 
different books. High Output Management (Grove, 1983) and The Road 
Less Traveled (Peck, 1978). 

The most common responses of administrators and teachers to 
the problem of incompetence are summarized in Figure 1 below. This 
figure highlights the reluctance of administrators and incompetent 
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Administrator responses 



Teacher responses 

Leaves 



Dismisses 
Induces exit 



Confronts Attempts to salvage 



Shows little or 
no innprovemenl 



Signals a problem 
^exists 



Attacks 
Blames others 
Denies 



' Uses escape hatches 



Gnpes about 
new assignment 



Tolerates Equivocates 



I Inflates rating 
I Complains to others 
Ignores 



Ignores 



Figure 1 Parallels between administrator and teacher responses to the problem oi teacher 
incompetence 

teachers to own the problem. Administrators are inclined to tolerate 
the poor performance and rarely confront the incompetent teacher. 
Incompetent teachers, once confronted, deny, blame others for their 
difficulties, and even attack the sources of the criticism. They do not 
own the problem; nor do they assume responsibility for solving it. 
The reluctance of administrators and teachers to own the problem 
probably accounts in large part for the persistence of the problem in 
the schools and the unsuccessful efforts to deal with it. 

Why are teachers, as well as administrators, reluctant t(' own the 
problem? The reasons which I offered in Chapter 2 may partially 
account for it. The ambiguities inherent in teacher evaluation simply 
may create a situation which makes any supervisor's judgment lack 
credibility. If the evaluation is not judged credible, the evaluatee 
perceives that no problem exists and, therefore, sees no compelling 
reason to own it. An understandable reaction by the teacher under 
these conditions would be. The supervisor must have it in for me*. 
There is also the possibility that the teacher's legal protections may 
foster a feeling of quasi-invincibility. The teacher may feel the same 
way as the administrator, ‘It’s virtually impossible to get rid of a 
tenured teacher for incompetence’. Dismissal is considered to be such 
a remote possibility that the teacher never takes the problem seriously. 
Since I have not interviewed teachers who were dismissed or induced 
to leave, I do not know whether either explanation applies. 

An explanation that currently appeals to me is the one offered by 
Peck (1978), a psychiatrist. In The Road Less Traveled^ he convincingly 
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argues that people from all walks of life will go to ridiculous extremes 
to avoid assuming responsibility for their problems and their solution. 
He vividly makes this point with numerous cases drawn from his own 
professional practice. 

Feck’s view, admittedly based on his experiences with troubled 
individuals, coincides with Grove’s (1983) analysis of the breakdowns 
which occur in solving organizational problems. According to Grove, 
the problem-solving process proceeds through five steps: ignore, 
deny, blame others, assume responsibility, and find a solution. He 
maintains that the process gets stuck at the blame-others stage. If the 
individual is able to make the transition from blaming others to 
assuming responsibility, finding the solution is relatively easy because 
it is an intellectual, rather than an emotional, step. Unfortunately, 
Grove, like Feck, provides no insight into the organizational con- 
ditions which nurture or thwart problem ownership. 

After years of wrestling with the problem of teacher incom- 
petence, I now consider that the fundamental question is, 'How do 
we create organizational environments in which people willingly own, 
rather than deny or sidestep, performance problems?’ My own 
thoughts on this basic question suggest some possible approaches, but 
no guarantees. 1 sense that creating a climate for owning and solving 
performance problems represents a formidable challenge for scholars 
and practitioners alike. 

When thinking about the organizational conditions which are 
conducive to problem ownership, 1 believe that it is essential to 
distinguish between problems that are disclosed by the teachers them- 
selves and those brought to light by their supervisors. In designing an 
organizational climate that encourages problem ownership, one 
approach is to reward, rather than punish, problem disclosure by 
teachers. If one of the professional duties of a teacher is self-evaluation 
and development, teachers who come forward with their problems 
and seek help in solving them should be judged positively, not nega- 
tively, for their actions. When a teacher discloses that she is having 
problems and needs help, the supervisor should not foist a solution on 
the teacher unless there clearly is a predetermined answer to the 
teacher’s problem. Rather, the supervisor should adopt a problem- 
centered orientation that assists the teacher in exploring and clarifying 
his own thoughts and feelings about the problem and its possible 
solutions. If the teacher is unable to implement one or more of the 
solutions without assistance, the supervisor should seek to provide 
what the teacher needs. 



189 



(79 



Edwin M. Bridges 

In those instances where the teacher is unaware of the problem or 
is aware but doing nothing about it, the supervisor is obligated to 
initiate discussion of the performance problem. When it becomes 
necessary for the supervisor to act, he could place emphasis on posing 
the problem, not prescribing a solution. The problem can be posed in 
different ways depending upon its nature. According to Margerison 
(1974), posing the problem in personal terms is far more likely to 
evoke a defensive reaction from the teacher than one which is posed in 
situational terms. For e.xample, the supervisor may be flooded with 
complaints about a teacher and parental requests to have their children 
transferred to another class. Faced with this problem, the supervisor 
can personalize the posing of the problem by saying something like, 
‘Numerous parents have expressed dissatisfaction with your teaching, 
and in my judgment their complaints are warranted. You spend too 
much time on discipline and too little time on instruction’. Alternate- 
ly, the supervisor may pose the problem in situational terms by 
saying, ‘In the past two days I have received six letters of complaint 
from parents about your teaching and seven parental requests to have 
their children transferred out of your classroom. These parents are 
obviously disgruntled and expect me to do something. What are your 
thoughts and feelings about this matter?’ By describing the situation 
and asking the question, the supervisor seeks to set the stage for 
helping the teacher to explore his feelings, clarify his own views of the 
problem, and to consider possible solutions. In this way, the super- 
visor maximizes his chances of becoming r. helper rather than an 
adversary. 



Summary 

In this final chapter I have discussed my current thinking on five 
interrelated policy issues: selection, treatment of beginning teachers, 
granting tenure, revoking tenure, and creating organizations which 
encourage problem ownership. I now believe that our success in 
obtaining a quality teaching force depends in large part on how we 
think about and resolve these five issues. My afterthoughts on these 
issues are summarized below: 

Selection 

To increase the odds ot picking a winner, districts should adopt a 
‘behavior-context consistency’ approach. That is, they should gather 
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two types of information prior to making the hiring decision: (1) 
information about the behavior of the individual, especially behavior 
that closely corresponds to the behavior expected on the job, and (2) 
information about the context in which the behavior has been and will 
be exhibited. A district can expect to make more accurate predictions 
if it observes an applicant’s behavior in a context that corresponds to 
the one in which he will later perform. 

Although the ‘behavior-context consistency’ approach to hiring 
may improve the ratio of hits to misses, mistakes are inevitable. There 
are no fool-proof methods for distinguishing the winners from the 
losers in the hiring process. Accordingly, a district should view the 
hiring decision as an investigatory decision (i.e., a decision to gather 
more information about the candidate after he has been hired) and 
tenure as the selection decision. 

Treatment oj beginners 

School districts should create conditions for beginning teachers which 
are more conducive to becoming a fully competent teacher. The 
practice of assigning beginners more of everything (more prepara- 
tions, more students who are viewed as tough to teach, and more 
locations in which to teach) should be abandoned. Moreover, districts 
should provide the organizational resources which the beginner needs 
in order to meet the demands inherent in his role and should offer 
opportunities for the beginner to develop his own inner resources. In 
short, probation should be viewed as a time for beginners to improve, 
as well as prove, their competence under conditions that are much 
more likely to produce succes.' than failure or frustration. 

Granting tenure 

Tenure should be earned. Teachers should receive tenure only if there 
is compelling evidence that they are fully competent professionals. 
Fully competent means that the teacher is effective in multiple con- 
texts, contexts defined primarily in terms of the types of students 
being taught. If the district serves a diverse student body, the teacher 
should demonstrate his ability to handle this diversity effectively prior 
to being granted tenure. This definition of competence reflects a 
concern for social justice, educational equity, and societal stability. 

Revoking tenure 

The standard of performance for revoking tenure should be raised. 
Incompetence (blatant failure in the classroom) is much too low. It 
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should be replaced with a standard that balances the interc<^ts of 
students in a quality education with the interests of a teacher in 
continued employment. This standard is marginal performance (i.e., 
the teacher's performance falls just short of fulfilling one or more ot 
his professional duties). Moreover, when an impartial third party 
decides that there are grounds for dismissal, the decision should be 
final and binding. Neither the district nor the teacher should have 
more than one bite at the apple. 

Owning the problem 

Incompetence is education’s shunted orphan. Few people exhibit 
much interest in assuming responsibility for the problem; as long as 
educators decline to own it, the problem won’t be solved. The chal- 
lenge for scholars and practitioners alike is to find an answer to this 
fundamental question, ‘How do we create organizational environ- 
ments in which people willingly own, rather than deny or sidestep, 
performance problems?’ 

When thinking about the answers to this basic question, it h 
important to distinguish between problems that are disclosed volun- 
tarily by teachers and those which are brought to light by supervisors. 
Each point of origin affords a separate, but complementary, approach 
to this vexing issue. If one of the professional duties of a teacher is 
self-evaluation and development, teachers can be rewarded, rather 
than punished, for disclosing their problems and trying to solve them. 
In those instances wher^^ the teacher is unaware of the problem or is 
aware but doing nothing about it, the supervisor is obligated to take 
action. When discussing the problem with the teacher, the supervisor 
should initially centre on the problem, not the solution; moreover, he 
should attempt to pose the problem in situational, rather than person- 
al, terms. By adopting these responses to performance problems, the 
administrator may stimulate poor performers to own their problems 
and find their own solutions. 

The final chapter on problem ownership has yet to be written. 1 
have framed the question, issued the challenge, and sketched two 
possible approaches to creating an organizational climate conducive to 
owning performance problems. Perhaps, these efforts will stimulate 
others to pursue the issue and to discover more satisfying answers. 
The person who succeeds deserves the everlasting gratitude of every- 
one who cares deeply about the quality of public education! 
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Appendix A. Interview Study 



1 Purpose 

The nicjjor pvirpose ot the interview study was to obtain iiilorniatioii 
about the events and circumstances surrounding the induced resigna- 
tions and early retirements of incompetent teachers. Each interview 
produced a case history of an incompetent teacher who had recently 
been induced to leave the district. 



2 Sample 

Thirty school administrators (twenty-three directors ot personnel, tour 
superintendents, one elementary principal, one middle school principal 
and one high school principal) provided the information requested in 
the interview guide. Each of these administrators worked in ditterent 
districts located throughout the state of Calitornia. These administra- 
tors constitute a sample ot convenience rather a random sample. Each 
administrator had been involved in at least one induced departure over 
the past two years and expressed a willingness to talk about the 
circumstances surrounding the induced exit. Wc pledged to safeguard 
the anonymity of the administrator, the district, and the teacher. 

To fulfill our obligation to these thirty school administrators who 
spoke openly and candidly about the ways in which they deal with 
incompetent teachers, we have chosen to characterize the districts in 
which they are employed in quite general terms. All thirty school 
districts are covered by a collective bargaining agreement. Most ot the 
labor contracts have been negotiated with an affiliate of the Calitornia 
Teachers’ Association (n = 27) and the remainder with the American 

193 



183 



Edwin M. Bridges 



Federation ot Teachers (n = 3). The districts range in size from 
approximately 6U0 students to almost 44,000 students; six districts have 
less than 5000 students while nine have more than 10,000. The other 
fitteen districts have betvv^een 5000 and 10,000 students. Most of the 
districts (n = 15) arc unified school districts; i.e., contain grades K-12, 
three arc high school districts; and the remainder (n = 12) are 
elementary school districts. Although the majority of these districts 
serve students who come predominantly from middle-class back- 
grounds, most of the districts have students from lower socio- 
economic status backgrounds as well. Four of the districts serve 
students drawn primarily trom the lower class, and four serve students 
who come trorn the upper middle class. Approximately two-thirds of 
the districts have experienced declining enrollments during the past five 
years. Three districts are bucking the trend and are growing at the rate 
of 2 to 3 per cent annually while the other districts show a somewhat 
stable pattern of enrollment. Most, but not all, of these districts have 
experienced a serious financial squeeze in recent years. 



3 Interview Guide 



I.D. Code 



Part A 

(administered by phone) 

1 Personal Information 

(a) What is your official job title? 

(b) How long have you served in this position? 

(c) Briefly, w^hat is your professional background? 

2 District Information 

(a) What is the enrollment of your district? 

(b) How many full-time equivalent teachers are there in your 
district? 

(c) Do the teachers in your district engage in collective 

bargaining? No 

Yes (Ask: What organization represents 

them?) 

3 Was It necessary to RIF (reduction in force) any teachers in your 
district last year? 

No 
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Yes (Ask: 

How many of these teachers actually lost their jobs. 

Would you really like to re-hire this teacher? 
No 

Why? 

Yes 

OR 

How many ot these teachers would you reaily like to 

re-hire? Why? 

4 How many of your teachers were given a 90-day notice tor 

incompetency during the 1982-83 school yearr • 

How many of your teachers were dismissed for cause during the 

1982 — 83 school year? Any ot these tor incompetency . 

How n'>any? 

6 How many of your teachers have resigned or retired in the past 

two years? (If O, stop here; express appreciation.) 

(a) Sometimes teachers resign because they are counseled out. are 
encouraged to take early retirement, are under pressure trom 
the administration, or realize that their work is not appreci- 
ated. In other words, their resignations are not entirely 
voluntary. In your judgment. 

How many of these resignations or retirements were not 

entirely voluntary? (H 0< ^^op here; express 

appreciation.) 

Did any of these resignations involve people whose classroom 
teaching was unsatisfactory? 

No (Stop here; express appreciation.) 

Yes (Ask: 

Would it be possible for me to make an 
appointment with you in the near future to 
talk about this teacher/one oj these teachers and 
the circumstances surrounding his/her res- 
ignation? Let me assure you that I will not 
ask you to disclose the name of this teacher 
and I will treat your comments in the 
strictest confidence. 

No (Stop here; express appre- 
ciation.) 
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Prefer morning or after- 
noon? 

How about 

on the ? 

I would appreciate it if 
you would review this 
teacher’s personnel file 
helore we meet and have 
it available when we 
talk. Look forward to 



Part B 

(administered face-to-face) 

7 When we spoke over the phone, you indicated that one of your 
teachers had resigned during the past two years and that this 
resignation was not entirely voluntary. Let’s start out by my 
asking a tew questions about the teacher. 

(a) What did this teacher teach? 

Cirade level (s) 

Subject(s) 

(b) Was this teacher male or female ? 

(c) Was this teacher a minority? Yes No 

(d) How old was this teacher? 

te) How long had this person taught in vour district? 

(t ) Was this teacher active in the teacher’s organization' 

Yes 

No 

(g) To your knowledge, was this teacher generally liked by the 

other teachers? Yes No ? 

S You also indicated over the phone that this person’s classroom 
teaching \cas unsatistactory. What types ot intorniation indicated 
that this teacher was having difficulties in the classroom? (Hand 
list.) 

(‘i) Supervisor observations 

(b) Student ratings 

(c) Peer ratings 

(J) CYmiplaints from other teachers 
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(c) Student test results 

(f ) Complaints from a Board member 

(g) Student complaints 

(h) Parent complaints 

(i) Other 

9 What was the nature of the teacher’s difficulties in the classroom? 

10 Which of these difficulties were the most serious? 

11 What sorts of things may have cor.tribured to the difficulties this 
teacher was having in the classroom? Here’s a list of possibilities 
(hand to the person); let me know which seem to be applicable in 
this particular case. (Probe for speexfics if the response is checked.) 
(a) Difficult teaching assignment (for example, too many 

preparations, too many ditficult students, too tew 
resources) 

(b) Shortcomings of the supervisor 

(c) Lack of ability by the teacher 

(d) Lack of effort or motivation by the teacher 

(e) Personal disorder of the teacher (for example, alcohol- 
ism, drug use, mental illness, severe emotional distress, 
burned out.) 

(f) Outside influences (for example, marital problems, 

financial difficulties, conflicts, or problems with chil- 
dren) 

(g) Other; 

If the respondent mentions two or more ot the above, ask: 

You mentioned ( ). Did these, in your judgment, 

contribute equally to this teacher’s difficulties in the classroom, or 
was one of these more important than the other(s)? 

Equally important 

One more important (Ask: What was the most important 

one?) 

12 How did •‘i'le administration deal with this teacher in light of 
his/her difficulties? Here are a few^ possibilities. (Hand list to 
respondent.) 

(a) Let the teacher know’ of his/her shortcomings. 

Was a written record kept of these communications? 

Yes (Ask: May i have a copy of these records if 

the names of personnel are inked out 

or eradicated? 

If the person responds no, also ask 
question immediately below.) 
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No (Ask; How otten was the teacher told? 

How was the teacher told?) 

. . . . (b) Provided the teacher with assistance. 

Was a written record kept that describes the nature of 
the assistance which this teacher received? 

Yes (Ask; May 1 have a copy of these records if 
the names of personnel are inked out 

or eradicated? if the person 

responds no, also ask question im- 
mediately below.) 

No (Ask; Cmiild you give me some idea ot the 
assistance which this teacher received? 
(Probe) 

(c) Served the teacher with a 90-day notice. (If checked, 

ask: May 1 have a copy if names are inked out or 
eradicated? ) 

(d) Reconnnended the teacher for dismissal. 

(e) SEE BELOW (if administration raised the possibility of 
a resignation). 

or 

(f) GO TO PAGE 156 (if teacher raised the possibility of a 
resignation). 

(e) Administration raised the possibility ot a resignation. 

(1) Which of the following people were involved in 
making the decision to suggest a resignation? 
(Probe for nature of involvement. Hand list to 
respondent.) 

Personnel Director 

Principal 

District Lawyer 

Superintendent 

Board of Education 

Other 

(2) Did any bargaining take place with the teacher in 
relation to the administration’s suggestion of a 
resignation? 

No 

Yes (Ask; Which of the following people 

were involved at some point in 

the bargaining process? (Hand 
list. Probe for specifics.) 
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Personnel Director 

Principal 

Superintendent 

Lawyer for district 

Board of Education 

Representative of teacher's organization 

Teacher’s lawyer 

Teacher 

(3) What sorts of things did the teacher request in 
exchange for the resignation? 

(4) Vm interested in the final agreement that 
reached between the teacher and the district. 

Did the teacher receive anything from the district in 
return for the resignation? 

No Yes (Probe.) 

What else did the teacher agree to do or not to do 
besides resign? 

What did the administration agree to do or not to 
do in exchange for the resignation? 

Were any steps taken to prevent the teacher from 
backing out of the agreement? 

No Yes (Probe.) 

Were any steps taken to ensure that the administra- 
tion would live up to its part of the agreement? 
No Yes (Probe.) 

(5) Once the possibility of this resignation came up, 

how long did it take before the teacher submitted 
his/her resignation? 

(SKIP TO PAGE 158) 

(f) Teacher raised the possibility of a resignation and the 
administration eventually agreed to accept it. 

(1) Plow was this possibility raised? 

(2) What steps did the administration take that may 
have led the teacher to suggest a resignation? 

(3) Which of the following people were involved in 
making the decision to accept the resignation? 
(Hand list to respondent; probe for nature of : 
volvement.) 
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Personnel Director 

Principal 

District Lawyer 

Superintendent 

Board of Education 

Other 

(4) Did any bargaining take place with the teacher in 
relation to the possibility of a resignation? 

No 

Yes (Ask: Which ot the following people 

were involved at some point in 

the bargaining process? Hand 
list. Probe for specifics.) 
Personnel Director 
Principal 
Superintendent 
Lawyer for district 
Board of Education 

Representative of teacher’s organization 
Teacher’s lawyer 
Teacher 

(5) What sorts of things did the teacher request in 
exchange for the resignation? 

(6) I'm interested in the final agreement that was 
reached between the teacher and the district. 

Did the teacher receive anything from the district in 
return for the resignation? 

No Yes (Probe.) 

What else did the teacher agree to do or not to do 
besides resign? 

What did the administration agree to do or not to 
do in exchange for the resignation? 

Were any steps taken to prevent the teacher from 
backing out of the agreement? 

No Yes (Probe.) 

Were any steps taken to ensure that the administra • 
tion would live up to its part of the agreement? 
No Yes (Probe.) 
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(7) Once the possibility o( this resignation came up, 
how long did it lake before the teacher submitted 
his/her resignation? 

(g) Cither ’^robe.) 

13 1 wonder if we c ild shift our attention lo the aftermath of this 

teacher’s resignation. 

(a) Did this teacher’s resignation have any repercussions tor the 

district or anyone in the district? No Yes (Probe) 

(b) Do you have any sense of what has happened to this teacher? 



No Yes (Probe.) 

(c) Was anyone hired to replace this teacher? No Yes 

(Probe. How well doing?) 

(d) Do you have any second thoughts or regrets about the way the 

situation was handled or worked out? No Yes 

(Probe.) 

(e) What advice would you give an administrator who may be 



thinking about getting involved in resignations ol this type? 
(Probe.) 

14 Finally, as you think about this particular case, is it typical ot the 

resignations that are not entirely voluntary? Yes No 

(Probe.) 

(In what w'ays is this resignation atypical?) 

15 If you have any additional views on what is involved in dealing 
with incompetent teachers, we would appreciate hearing about 
them. 



4 Data Analysis 

The data from these thirty interviews were analyzed in tw'o stages. 
First, the researchers used the notes taken during the interview to 
prepare a written report that detailed each administrator’s response to 
the questions in the interview guide. Second, the researchers read and 
reread each of the thirty reports with the objective of identifying the 
various ways in which administrators respond to the incompetent 
teacher and the conditions or events which seem to shape their 
responses. This process continued until a pattern of relationships 
emerged which i^cemed to describe and to account for what was 
happening. 

To check the validity of our analysis, we took several steps. First, 
we asked a principal, a personnel director, and three superintendents to 
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review a draft of the book. This reality check, along with oral 
presentations of our findings to a group of superintendents and a group 
of personnel directors, indicated that our conclusions were consistent 
w'ith their experiences. As a further check on the validity of our 
analysis, we conducted a statewide survey; the contents and results of 
this survey are described in Appendix B. 
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Appendix B. Mailed Survey 



1 Purpose 

The sLirvcv was designed to obtain information about the practices used 
by California school districts in dealing with incompetent teachers and 
to provide a partial test of the model presented in Chapter 2. 



2 Sample 

The survey was mailed to the superintendents or personnel directors ot 
150 school districts. These districts were drawn at random from the 581 
districts in California which (a) enroll between 250 and 50,()00 students; 
(b) contain at least two schools; and (c) have a full-time superintendent. 
Ninety-four per cent (n = 141) of the districts returned the question- 
naire. 



3 Questionnaire 

To ensure a high rate of participation in the mailed survey, we used the 
Total Design Method recommended by Dillnian (1978). The contents 
of the ques*’ionnairc, along with the results in parentheses, arc repro- 
duced below. 



How School Districts Deal 
with Incompetent Teachers 

This survey is part of a study designed to help California school 
districts improve the ways in which they deal with incompetent 
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teachers. Obtaining intbrniatioii about the practices of school 
districts is an important part of this study. All of the practices 
listed in this questionnaire have been used by one or more of the 
thirty school districts that we interviewed during an earlier 
phase ot our project. We need to know if your district currently 
uses any of these practices or if it may use them in the future. 

In order to have an accurate picture of what is happening 
throughout the state, we need to have a high rate of participa- 
tion. The number stamped at the top of the questionnaire 
allows us to keep track of the people who have participated in 
the study. Neither your name nor the name of your district will 
ever be placed on this questionnaire or listed as a participant in 
any publications. 



Instructions 

1 Please answer the questions in order. 

2 Most ot the questions can be answered by circling the 
number which corresponds to your answer. Since some of 
the numbers arc close together, please make sure that you 
only circle one number when you answer a question. 

3 Please answer all ot the questions. This is very important to 
our gaming a full and accurate picture of what is taking place 
in districts throughout the state. It you teel, however, that 
you don't want to answer a particular question, you are free 
to leave it blank. 



4 Feel tree to write in any reactions which you may have to 
the practices described in the questionnaire. Your comments 
will be read and taken into account. 



Remember, the answers you give will be completely con- 
fidential. 



When you have completed this questionnaire, please return 
it in the stamped, pre-addressed envelope we have provided 
to: 
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Project on Improving Teacher Quality 
Stantord University 
School of Education 
Stanford, CA 94305 

To begin, we would like to ask you some questions about 
your hiring practices, espeeiallv those practices which have been 
UiStitiitcd to reduce the problems associated with hiring incom- 
petent teachers. 



Hiring 

In the course of our research, we have discovered two practices 
which some districts are using to minimize mistakes at the 
selection stage. We are interested in knowing whether your 
district uses either of these practices. 

1 Some districts require inexperienced applicants to submit 
video-tapes of themselves presenting a lesson during their 
student teaching. Docs your district ever use this practice? 
[circle number) 

1 No and we are unlikely to use this practice (53.2 per 
cent) 

2 No but wc may use this practice in the future (46. 1 per 
cent) 

3 Yes (0.7 per cent) 

Some districts require applicants for teaching positions to 
prepare a lesson based on an objective formulated by the 
selection committee. Applicants then teach the lesson to a 
small group of students while being observed by one or 
more members of the selection committee. Docs your 
district ever use this practice? [circle number] 

1 No and we are unlikely to use this practice (42.1 per 
cent) 

2 No but we may use this practice in the future (49.3 per 
cent) 

3 Yes (8.6 per cent) 
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Identification 

Next we would like to ask you a tew questions about the ways 
in which incompetent teachers are identified in your district. 
3 What arc the various ways in which your district identifies 
incompetent teachers? [circle all numbers which apply] 

1 Complaints from parents or students (78 per cent, Yes) 

2 Student test results (46 per cent, Yes) 

3 Supervisor ratings (100 per cent, Yes) 

4 Student ratings (15.6 per cent, Yes) 

5 Complaints from other teachers (53.2 per cent. Yes) 

6 Other [Please specify] (7.1 per cent) 



4 In some districts, schools (elementary, intermediate, or 
high school) conduct follow-up surveys of former stu- 
dents. These surveys are used to identity poorly perform- 
ing teachers, as well as weaknesses in the instructional 
program. Is this practice ever used within your district? 
[circle number] 

1 No and we are unlikely to use this practice (53.9 per 
cent) 

2 No but we may use this practice in the future (19.2 per 
cent) 

3 Yes (26.9 per cent) 

5 Some districts conduct exit interviews with parents when 
they move out of the district. A major purpose of these exit 
interviews is to identify teachers who may be performing 
poorly in the classroom. Does your district conduct exit 
interviews with parents to identify potentially unsatisfac- 
tory teachers? [circle number) 

1 No and we are unlikely to use this practice (78.0 per 
cent) 

2 No but we may use this practice in the future (17.7 per 
cent) 

3 Yes (4.3 per cent) 
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Remediation 

Once a teacher is identified who is having difficulties in the 
classroom, some districts place the teacher in a formal remedia- 
tion or assistance program. Placement in this program is a clear 
sign that the teacher’s performance is unsatisfactory. 

6 Has your district adopted a formal remediation program 
that is used to assist teachers who are judged to be 
unsatisfactory? [circle number] 

1 No and we are unlikely to use this practice (12.1 per 
cent) 

2 No but we may use this practice in the future (44.7 per 
cent) 

3 Yes (43.2 per cent) 



Sanctions 

If a teacher fails to improve his/her performance after being 
provided with assistance, districts generally use one or more of 
the following sanctions. We are interested in knowing which 
sanctions your district has used in recent years. 

7 Have any of your tenured teachers received a 90-day notice 
for incompetence since 1 September 1982? [circle number] 

1 No (60.3 per cent) 

2 Yes (39.7 per cent) 

If Yes, how many teachers have received such notices? 



8 Since 1 September 1982, have any of your teachers been 
involved in a hearing conducted by a Commission on 
Professional Competence? [circle number] 

1 No (90.1 per cent) 

2 Yes (9.9 per cent) 

If Yes, how many have been involved in a hearing 



[Supply number] 
= 82) 



(x = 26 per 10,000; SD 
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conducted by a Commission on Professional Compe- 



9 Since 1 September 1982 have any of your probationary 
teachers been notified that they would not be rehired for 
the succeeding year because of incompetence? [circle 
number] 

1 No (79.4 per cent) 

2 Yes (20.6 per cent) 

If \es, how many probationary teachers were notified 
that they w'ould not be rehired due to incompetence? 
[Supply number] (x = 13 per 10,000; SD = 



10 Since 1 September 1982 have any of your temporary teachers 
been notified that they would not be rehired for the 
succeeding year because of unsatisfactory performance in 
the classroom? [circle number] 

1 No (51.1 per cent) 

2 Yes (48.9 per cent) 

If Yes, how many temporary teachers were notified 
that they would not be rehired? 

[Supply number] (x = 29 per 10,000; SD = 



Reassignment 

If a teacher fails to improve after receiving assistance, some 
districts find another assignment for the teacher. 

1 1 Does your district ever remove teachers from the clas- 
sroom because of incompetence and re-assign them to 
home-teaching duties (one-on-one in the student’s home)? 
[circle number] 

1 No and we are unlikely to use this practice (76.6 per 



tence? 

[Supply number] 
18) 



(x = 2 per 10,000; SD = 



54) 
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2 No but vve may use this practice in the future (12.8 per 
cent) 

3 Yes (10.7 per cent) 

12 Docs your district ever take teachers out of a regular 
classroom teaching assignment because of incompetence 
and subsequently use them only as substitute teachers? 

1 No and we are unlikely to use this practice (62.9 per 
cent) 

2 No but we may use this practice in the future (17.9 per 
cent) 

3 Yes (19.2 per cent) 

13 Does your district ever transfer incompetent teachers to 
another school in hopes that they will be able to succeed in 
the new location? [circle number] 

1 No (30.5 per cent) 

2 Yes (69.5 per cent) 



Resignations and Early Retirements 

Each year there are teachers who resign or opt for early 
retirement. Some of these resignations and early retirements 
involve incompetent teachers who are induced by the adminis- 
tration to resign or to request early retirement. Oftentimes, 
these teachers decide to resign or to retire early because they are 
counseled out or because they want to avoid possible dismissal. 
14 Since 1 September 1982 have any incompetent teachers 
resigned or taken early retirement because they were 
counseled out or wanted to avoid possible dismissal? [circle 
number] 

1 No (32.6 per cent) 

2 Yes (67.4 per cent) 

If Yes, how many such resignations or early retire- 
ments were there? 

[Supply number] (x = 78 per 10,000; SD = 

142) 
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15 Some districts provide a variety of inducements to incom- 
petent teachers for their resignations or early retirements. 
Which of the following inducements has your district 
provided to incompetent teachers in connection with their 
resignations or early retirements? [circle all letters which 
apply] 

(a) Employment as a consultant for a fixed period of time 
(36.9 per cent) 

(b) Outplacement counseling (professional assistance in 
preparing resumes, creating job search plans, and/or 
preparing for interviews) (4.3 per cent) 

(c) Cash settlement (lump sum payment) (27 per cent) 

(d) Medical coverage at district expense for a fixed period 
of time (46 per cent) 

(e) Employment as a substitute teacher (21.3 per cent) 

(t ) Favorable recommendations for non-teaching posi- 
tions (10.6 per cent) 

(g) Employment as a ‘classified' employee for a fixed 
period of time (2.1 per cent) 

(h) Training at district expense to pursue another career 
(.7 per cent) 

(i) Paid leave for part of the school year (19.9 per cent) 

(j) A supplement to the state pension (7.8 per cent) 

(k) Life insurance paid by the district (policy has a cash 
reserve in addition to a death benefit) (2.8 per cent) 

(l) Removal of negative information from the personnel 
file (12.8 per cent) 

(m) Other [please specify] (4.5 per cent) 



Background Ihformation 



We are also interested in having information about your district 
to help us interpret the data you have provided. 

16 How many full-time equivalent teachers (including special 
education) are employed in your district? 

[Supply number] (x = 287; SD = 338) 

17 Since 1 September 1979 has your district experienced 
declining enrollments? [Circle number] 
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1 No (52.5 per cent) 

2 Yes (47.5 per cent) Declining enrollments: (x = 7; SD 

It" Yes, please answer both ot the tollowing questions; 

(a) What was your highest student enrollment during 

the five-year period? [Supply number] 

(b) What was your lowest student enrollment during 
this five-year period? [Supply number] 



18 What percentage of your full-time teachers are at the top of 
the salary schedule? 

[Supply number] (x = 43; SD = 23) 

If you use any practices to deal with incompetent teachers that 
have not been mentioned in this questionnaire, please describe 
these practices on this page. 

Your contribution to this effort is greatly appreciated. If you 
want a summary of the results, please write ‘Copy of Results 
Requested’ on the back of the return envelope and print your 
name and address below it. Thank you. 



4 Hypotheses 

In Chapter 2 we argued that the willingness of school administrators to 
confront incompetent teachers is influenced in part by four factors; (a) 
declining enrollments; (b) district size; (c) financial pressures; and (d) 
importance attached to teacher evaluation. One of the ways in which 
administrators confront incompetent teachers is to induce a resignation 
or an early retirement. Accordingly we stated and tested the following 
hypotheses: 

HI: The more a district’s enrollment declines, the higher its rate 

of induced exits. 

H2: The smaller a district is in size, the higher its rate of induced 

exits. 

H3; The more a district experiences financial pressure, the higher 
its rate of induced exits. 

H4: The greater the importance attached to teacher evaluation by 

a district, the higher its rate of induced exits. 
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5 Variables 

Tlic five variables which were used to test the four hypotheses were 
measured as follows: 

VI: Enrollment declines. If the district indicated that it had not 

experienced declining enrollments since 1 September 1979 
the score was recorded as zero. If the district indicated that it 
had experienced declining enrollment in this time period, the 
magnitude of the enrollment decline w^as determined by 
dividing the lowest student enrollment during the five year 
period by the highest student enrollment and subtracting the 
answer from 1.00. The theoretical range of this measure is 0 
to 1; the higher the value, the greater the level of enrollment 
decline. 

Formula; 1.00 — (Q?^ 17b / Q# 17a) = VI 
Ml: District size. Size of district was measured by using the 

number of full-time equivalent teachers employed in the 
district (obtained from answer to question number 16). 

V3: Financial pressure. Since 55 to 70 per cent of a school 

district's budget goes for teacher salaries, w^e reasoned that 
districts with a large proportion of their teachers at the top of 
the salary range schedule would be under greater financial 
pressure than districts with a lower proportion of their 
teachers at this level. The proxy measure for financial 
pressure was the percentage of full-time teachers who were 
at the top of the district's salary schedule (obtained from 
question number 18 in the questionnaire.) 

V4: Importance attached to teacher evaluation. The number of 

90-day notices was used as a proxy measure for the impor- 
tance attached to teacher evaluation. Issuing a 90-day notice 
is an extremely difficult and painful undertaking for most 
administrators, and it is a major indicator of their commit- 
ment to implementing a strong program in teacher evalua- 
tion. To standardize the rate across districts, the number of 
9()-day rates issued by the district was divided by the number 
of full-time equivalent teachers; the answx'r then was multi- 
plied by 10, ()()(). 

Formula; (Q?^7 / Q?^16) X lO.OOO = V4 
V5: Induced exits. The rate of induced exits w’as calculated by 

dividing the number of incompetent teachers who had been 
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induced to resign or to retire early by the total number ot 
full-time equivalent teachers; the answer was multiplied by 
10,000 to standardize the rate across districts. 

Formula; (Q#14 / Q#16) x 10,000 = V.S 

6 Mode of Analysis 

We used stepwise multiple regression analysis to test the four hypoth- 
eses. 



7 Results 

Each of the hypotheses was supported; moreover, the four variables 
accounted for 50.8 per cent (49,3 per cent, adjusted for degrees of 
freedom) of the variation in the induced exits reported by the districts. 
The results of the analyses are reported in tables 5 and 6. 



Table 5: Zero order correlations among the five variables 

Variable Declining Enrollments Pressure Size Exits 



Financial pressures 


395* 




(percentage of teachers 






at top of salary schedule) 






S'ze of district 


007 


174 


Induced exits 


40* 


232' 


Importance attached 


143 


036 



to teacher evaluation 
^90-day notices) 



‘ p < 05 

In = 135; six cases contained m'ssing values) 



Table 6 Regression results for 'nduced ex, fs 



Independent 

Variable 


Coeff:cent 


Sranef Dev 
of Coe^^C'enf 


T- Ratio 


Importance attached to teacher evaluation 
(90-day notices) 


0 92610 


0 10830 


8 55* 


Declining enrollments 


0 38956 


0 09726 


4 01* 


Size of district 


-0 08743 


0 02763 


-3 16* 


Financial pressures 


0 85420 


0 41470 


2 06* 



(percentage of teachers at top of salary 
schedule) 



Multiple R= 713 

Multiple R adjusted for degrees of freedonn = 702 
(n = 1 35. 6 cases contained missing values) 

• p< 05 
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Appendix C: Case Study 



1 Purpose 

In the course of conducting a telephone survey of principals, Groves 
(1985) uncovered a school district with a relatively high rate of induced 
resignations and early retirements. We undertook a study of this district 
to understand the circumstances surrounding these induced exits. This 
particular district vividly illustrates how the conditions discussed in 
chapter 2 affect the responses of administrators to incompetent 
teachers. 



2 Data Sources 

In an effort to understand the dynamics of the induced exits in Ocean 
View (fictitious name), we relied on two major types of data: (a) 
published and unpublished documents and (b) interviews. 



Docutnents 

The description and analysis of what happened in Ocean View are 
based in part on the following documents: the collective bargaining 
agreement with teachers, the written guidelines of principals regarding 
teacher evaluation, district budgetary reports, enrollment reports, 
annual evaluations of unsatisfactory teachers, and principal classroom 
observation reports on unsatisfactory teachers. 





204 



Appendices 



Interview 

Interviews were held with the following people, the Superintendent, 
the Board President, the middle school Principal, the two elementary 
principals, and a teacher who has been active in the local teachers 
union. Through these interview's, we sought to ascertain information 
about each of the following topics: 

(a) the ways in which the Superintendent and Board of Educa- 
tion manifest their commitment to evaluating and improving 
instruction; 

(b) the changes which may have occurred in evaluating teachers 
and the reasons for these changes; 

(c) the reactions to and impact of these changes; 

(d) the criteria which are used to evaluate teachers; 

(e) the procedures which are used to determine whether teachers 
satisfy the criteria; 

(f) the nature of the remedial assistance which is provided to 
unsatisfactory teachers; 

(g) the types of resources provided to principals in fulfilling their 
responsibilities for evaluating and improving instructional 
performance; 

(h) the ways in which principals are held accountable for upgrad- 
ing instructional performance; 

(i) the types of banctions which are used w'ith unsatisfactory- 
teachers; 

(j) the types of inducements and assistance w'hich are used in 
persuading incompetent teachers to leave the district; and 

(k) the role of the union in the evaluation process. 
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Reviews of the First Edition of 

The Incompetent Teacher 

A pleasure to read . . . This book is well written, informative and does a 
superb job of describing how administrators deal with incompetent teachers. 
In designing a future that is devoid of teacher incompetence, the author 
provides useful ideas for selecting teachers and planning their development. 
Alberta Journal of Educational Research 

A valuable addition to the literature . . . contains excellent training materials. 
London Times Educational Supplement 

Administrators and board members will find this sobering research-based 
account a valuable resource. 

Educational Leadership, USA 

This book is likely to prompt a largely favourable response from those who 
must contend v/ith issues of teacher Lncompetence. . . . sufficient inspiration 
and direction to allow those in a position to do so to take the steps necessary 
to encourage a future that rests on the possibilities that have been so 
provocatively displayed in this distinctive book. 

The Principal's Center Newsletter, Harvard Graduate School of Education, 
USA 

In this provocative book, Edwin Bridges provides insight into how 
administrators deal with the problem of teacher incompetence . . . Principals, 
superintendents and school board members will be enlightened by The 
Incompetent Teacher. 

NASSP Bulletin, USA 

This book is easy to read. Administrators in schools and other educational 
settings will find the content interesting and enlightening. TTie proposals for 
future tenure of teachers are challenging and thought provoking. 

Curriculum Perspectives, Australia 



This is an enlarged edition of Bridges' controversial and highly successful 
book. Using the information gathered through three original research studies 
on teacher incompetence, Bridges describes three types of administrative 
responses - tolerance of poor performance; attempts to salvage the teacher; 
efforts to induce the poor i>erformer to resign or request premature retirement 
With nearly two million elementary and secondary students being short- 
changed by incompetent teachers, the i»oblem will not go away of its own 
accoid. 
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